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ABSTRACT

An abstract of the thesis of Terri Christian Theisen for
the Master of Arts in History presented February 14, 1996.

Title:

"With a View Toward Their Civilization":

Women and

the Work of Indian Reform.

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, white middle and upper class women active in
reform became involved in the movement for American Indian
reform.

Focusing on the so-called "Indian problem,"

groups such as the Women's National Indian Association
(WNIA) were formed to address the injustices against, and
sufferings of, American Indian people at the hands of the
U.S. military due to the increasing pressures and demands
of western migration.
This study addresses the role white women played in
the movement for Indian reform through their involvement
either as part of the WNIA membership or as missionaries,
teachers or field matrons.

The thesis is concerned, above

all, with the ways in which their involvement reflects
larger historical trends that enveloped white middle class
women during the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries.

The work of reform groups like the WNIA helped
transform missionary and field positions into jobs which
were identified as specially suited for women.

While

missionary work was, before the 1870s, part of the male or
public sphere, through the feminization of American
religion, Victorian tenets of domesticity and moral
superiority, and changing economic and commercial
opportunities, the way was opened for women to serve as
missionaries without the "protection" of a husband.
The WNIA provides an impressive example of the scope
and influence of women's reform organizations during the
Progressive era.

However, the goals and beliefs of WNIA

leadership provide a contrast to the goals and beliefs of
women working in the field.

This contrast illuminates

women's intentions in their quest for Indian assimilation
and their role in that pursuit.
The thesis is based upon the individual experience of
women who worked as missionaries, teachers and field
matrons.

Four case studies explored in chapter III provide

a window into the redefinition of "true womanhood" that
took place at the turn-of-the century through the ways in
which the subjects of this thesis arrive at a new self
consciousness about their role in Indian reform.
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INTRODUCTION

"Women's work for women" was a phrase coined by
nineteenth century women reformers to describe the wave of
benevolent work sweeping the country.

After the Civil

War, purity crusades, the temperance movement, the
settlement movement and suffrage became meeting points
around which

white middle-class women strove to attain

influence and effect change.

Building on ante-bellum

traditions, many of these post Civil War reform groups had
strong religious underpinnings.

And, a large portion of

women involved in reform work during the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries joined organizations through
their local churches.

Through these organizations white

middle-class women stimulated social change and expanded
their realm of influence beyond their homes and community
to a larger public domain.
One such group, the Women's National Indian
Association, focused its attention on the so-called
"Indian problem."

In the late nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries Indian reform work focused on erasing
the cultures of all American Indian societies and
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assimilating them to white American culture.

Reformers

sought to civilize and Christianize Indian people in
response to the great tragedies they had endured at the
hands of the U.S. military and westward expansion.
The "Indian problem," or "question" as it was coined
by nineteenth century reformers, focused on corruption of
the Indian Service, careless administration of educational
and vocational programs, and the continuing survival of
American Indian culture.

By the 1890s reformers'

frustration with the slow pace of American Indian progress
away from "savagery" led them to focus their attention on
a segment of tribal society that, until that time, had
been largely ignored - Indian women. 1
White middle class women's influence in Indian reform
and the shaping of national Indian policy was significant.
The WNIA, like its close associate, Friends of the Indian,
held prestige in Washington and was instrumental in
shaping Indian policy.

Their intentions were based on a

1 Proceedings of the Seventh Annual Meeting of the Lake Mohonk
Conference of Friends of the Indian, 1886 (Washington,
D.C. :Government Printing Office, 1887), 2, as quoted in Lisa
Emmerich, '"To Respect and Love and Seek the Way's of White Women':
Field Matrons, the Office of Indian Affairs, and Civilization Policy,
1890-1938" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Maryland, 1987), 15-16.
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honest response to injustice and a genuine desire to end
the suffering and improve the lives of American Indians.
To the President of the United States and to the
Senate and House of Representatives. We .
do most respectfully but most certainly request
the President and Houses of Congress to take all
needful steps to prevent the encroachment of
white settlers upon Indian Territory, and to
guard the Indians in the enjoyment of all the
rights which have been guaranteed to the on the
faith of the nation. 2
Further, the work of reform groups such as the WNIA
transformed missionary and field work into jobs for which
women were seen as specially suited. This designation
attracted many young women to field work in Indian reform
and their experiences reveal individual courage and
dedication as well as a search for adventure and an escape
from tradition.
The historical analysis of American middle class
women between the 1850s and World War I has focused mainly
upon the ideology of the spheres.

This ideology is based

on popular literature of the increasingly competitive and
commercial nineteenth century that designated separate
spheres of work for men (public spaces of wage labor and
politics) and women (private spaces of home and religion) .
The search for a common identity, in relationship to the
women's movement of the 1960s and 1970s, led historians to
study the past through the analysis of women's experience.
2women's National Indian Association, The Indian's Friend
(April 1897), 2.
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Heavily aligned with the premises and objectives of the
women's movement, which focused on developing a sense of
common identity rooted in women's common oppression and
expressed through a unique women's culture, historians of
American women initially perceived women of the past as
victims of restrictive bonds at the hands of a patriarchal
system controlled by men.

This view translated into a

history of women's experience that revolved around the
"ideology of spheres."

The ideology, associated with

urban and market growth in the U.S. in the generation
before the Civil War, stemmed from female dominated
domains that served to bind women together while
simultaneously keeping them down.

The ideology "woman's

sphere" became the foundation of the history of women's
culture in ante-bellum America.3
This thesis is inspired by the historical scholarship
in women's history that centers on the ideology of
spheres, the meaning of gender in turn-of-the-century
America and the new connections it made between women and
religion.
Among women historians in the 1960s, Barbara Welter,
Aileen S. Kraditor, and Gerda Lerner, most effectively
3Linda Kerber, "Separate Spheres, Female Worlds, Woman's
Place: The Rhetoric of Women's History," The Journal of American
History 75, no. 1 (June 1988), 9-39; Joan W. Scott, "Gender: A Useful
Category of Historical Analysis," American Historical Review 91
(December 1989): 1053-1075; Gerda Lerner, "Placing Women in History:
Definitions and Challenges," Feminist Studies III, no. 1-2 (Fall
1975): 5-14.
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applied the concept of gender spheres to the experiences
of women.

Welter coined the often used phrase "cult of

true womanhood" to describe a nineteenth century
definition of women's inherent character in terms of
domesticity, purity, piety and submissiveness.

Her view

of the woman's sphere was that it had a negative impact on
the lives of women by keeping them subordinate and
oppressed. 4

Kraditor, in Up from the Pedestal, identified

the question of spheres as essential to an understanding
of American feminism.

Her analysis was that the ideology

of spheres was linked closely to the Industrial Revolution
and the growth of the commercial sector, which in turn
broadened the gap between men's and women's occupations. 5
Lerner added the component of class to the ideology of
spheres, building on the connection to the Industrial
revolution and the differences between the experiences of
women from different classes.

Initially illuminated by

the scholarship of Welter, Kraditor and Lerner, the
ideology of spheres was developed and applied by them to
the historical themes of politics and class. 6
The second development of women's history based on
the ideology of spheres was carried out by scholars such
4Barbara Welter, "The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1900,"
American Quarterly 18 (Summer 1966): 151-174.
5Aileen Kraditor, Up From the Pedestal: Selected Writings in
the History of American Feminism (Chicago, 1978) .
6Gerda Lerner, "The Lady and the Mill Girl: Changes in the
Status of Women in the Age of Jackson," Mid-continent American
Studies Journal 10 (Spring 1969): 5-15.
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as Katherine Kish Sklar and Nancy Cott.

They furthered

the concept by focusing on the liberating aspects of
woman's sphere.7

Sklar, through her analysis of Catharine

Beecher's life, identified the ways in which women sought
"new channels of cultural influence" through an ideology
that gave them a central place in national life. 8 Catt's
conclusions traced the institutions in which women formed
bonds with one another (work, domesticity, education,
religion) and used their commonalties to create a
consciousness of women as a separate class that was
essentially a precursor to feminism. 9
More recent feminist scholarship has re-examined the
static dualism implied by the language of spheres and
replaced it with a more general term - "women's
culture." IO

This development allowed historians of women

to approach the study of women's experiences in a more
multifaceted way.

The primary ways in which they

accomplished this was by reaching beyond ante-bellum

7 Katherine Sklar, Catharine Beecher: A Study in American
Domesticity, New Haven (Conn.: Yale University Press, 1973); Nancy
Cott, The Bonds of Womanhood: "Woman's Sphere" in New England, 17801835 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1977). See also Carl
N. Degler, At Odds: Women and the Family from Revolution to Present
(New York, 1980) .
Bsklar, Catharine Beecher, xxi.
9cott, The Bonds of Womanhood.
lOEllen DuBois, Mari Jo Buhle, Temma Kaplan, Gerda Lerner, and
Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, "Politics and Culture in Women's History: A
Symposium," Feminist Studies 6 (Spring 1980): 26-64.
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society and studying the impact of changing social and
economic conditions on the woman's sphere.II
Studies of American white middle class women
between 1870 and 1920, a high point of women's social
influence, has produced a variety of perspectives on
sphere ideology and women's culture.

The intersection of

gender, morality and class have been central to these
studies.

Beliefs about women's moral superiority provided

much of the rationale for women's social activism.
Early in the Progressive era (1893-1917) women's
sphere of domestic experience served as a justification
for their entry into politics and social reform.

Women's

consciousness about gender difference and middle class
women's beliefs in the totality of domesticity and

11 For examples of sphere ideology applied to periods other
than the nineteenth century see Lyle Kohler, The "Weaker Sex" in
Seventeenth-Century New England (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 1980); Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, Good Wives: Image and Reality
in the Lives of Women in Northern England, 1650-1750 (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1982); Carol F. Karlsen, Devil in the Shape of a
Woman: Witchcraft in Colonial New England (New York: W.W. Norten,
1987); Mary Beth Norton, Liberty's Daughters: The Revolutionary
Experience of American Woman, 1750-1800 (Boston: Little, Brown,
1980); Linda Kerber, Women and the Republic: Intellect and Ideology
in Revolutionary America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1980).
For examples of studies focusing on the impact of
changing social and economic conditions on the woman's sphere see
Norman Baush, "Equity vs. Equality: Emerging Concepts of Women's
Political Status in the Age of Jackson," Journal of the Early
Republic 3 (Fall 1983): 297-318; Mary P. Ryan, Cradle of the Middle
Class: The Family in Oneida County, New York, 1790-1865 (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1981) .
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maternity as exclusively female realms justified their
entry into political and social reform. 12
Lori D. Ginzberg's Women and the Work of
Benevolence: Morality, Politics, and Class in 19thCentury United States analyses the way in which women's
activity in benevolent work enabled them to transcend to a
certain degree the barriers of woman's sphere.

She also

argues that the causes addressed by female benevolence
included the full political spectrum from radical to
conservative.

Taking this further, Estelle Freedman

published an important essay addressing how "women's
culture" grew into "female institution building."

She

concluded that the creation and maintenance of women's
colleges, women's settlement houses, women's political
organizations, and women's trade unions invoked
determination to stay separate from male dominated
institutions and thus created places where women gained
practical and political experience while effecting social
change. 13
12Karen Blair, Clubwomen as Feminist: True Womanhood
Redefined, 1868-1914 (New York: Hornes and Meier, 1980), Noralee
Frankel and Nancy Dye, eds., Gender, Class, Race, and Refrom in the
Prgressive Era (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 1991):
1-19.
13Lori D. Ginzberg, Women and the Work of Benevolence:
Morality, Politics and Class in the 19th Century United States (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1990); Estelle Freedman, "Separatism as
Strategy: Female Institution Building and American Feminism,"
Feminist Studies 5 (Summer 1979): 512-530. See also Mary Ryan, "The
Power of Women's Networks: A Case Study of Female Moral Reform in
Antebellum America," Feminist Studies 5, No.l (Spring 1979): 66-85;
Anne Boylan, "Women in Groups: An Analysis of Women's Benevolent
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Women's prominent role in benevolent work and the
ideology of woman's' moral superiority has been linked to
their close ties to religion, particularly in the
nineteenth century.

The church's role as a meeting point

for women reformers has been a rich area for research.
Several studies analyze this connection.

Most

significantly, Barbara Welter and Anne Douglas have
demonstrated the significance of the alliances between
women and ministers in American religious and social
history.

Both call the "feminization of religion" the

process of women dominating an institution without taking
over leadership roles and where "feminine" values come to
predominate. 14
The feminization of American religion has been well
researched.

The roles which women have filled within the

religious structure have also been studied, particularly
the role they played as missionaries overseas.

Essays by

Barbara Welter and Joan Jacobs Brumberg detail the

Organizations in New York and Boston, 1797-1840," Journal of American
History LXXI {1984): 497-523.
1 4Barbara Welter, Dimity Convictions: The American Woman in
the Nineteenth Century {Columbus: Ohio University Press, 1975); Anne
Douglas, The Feminization of American Culture {New York: Alfred
Knopf, 1977). See also Nancy Cott, "Young Women in the Second Great
Awakening in New England," Feminist Studies, II, no. 1/2 {1975), 1529; Anne M. Boylan, "Evangelical Womanhood in the Nineteenth Century:
The Role of Women in Sunday Schools" 4 (October 1978): 62-79;
Barbara Epstien, The Politics of Domesticity: Women, Evangelism, and
Temperance in Nineteenth-Century America {Middeltown, CT: Wesleyan
University Press, 1980).
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missionary lives of white (usually single) women.

15

Welter

concluded that "the logic of women influencing women did
not bring about converts .

. but created a new role and

status for them within one of the most important movements
in organized religion." 16
Other works by Patricia Hill and Jane Hunter on women
in the foreign mission movement have focused on the
unusual combination of freedom and church/socially
sanctioned activities available to women and the inner
workings of the communities of women missionaries in
foreign missionary fields.1 7

Hill's scholarship

illuminates the phenomenon of the organization of female
missionary societies, its role in cultural imperialism,
changing paradigms of American womanhood, and the climate
that made missionary work a focus of female benevolence in
the years immediately following the Civil War. 1 s
The area of American Indian reform and the policy of
assimilation in the late nineteenth century has been
lSBarbara Welter, "She Hath Done What She Could: Protestant
Women's Missionary Careers in Nineteenth Century America," American
Quarterly, 624-638; Joan Jacob Brumberg, "Zennas and Girlless
Villages: The Ethnology of American Evangelical Women, 1870-1910,"
Journal of American History 69 (September 1982): 347-71.
See also
Robert Pierce Beaver, All Loves Excelling: American Protestant Women
in World Mission (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing
Company, 1968) .
16welter, "She Hath Done," 637.
17 Patricia Hill, The World Their Household: The American
Women's Foreign Mission Movement and Cultural Transformation, 18701920 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1985); Jane Hunter The
Gospel of Gentility: American Women Missionaries in Turn-of-theCentury China (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984).
18 Hill, 1-7.
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studied in depth.

19

The role white middle class women

played in the development and implementation of this
policy has been addressed by scholars such as Valerie
Sherer Mathes, Helen Wanken, Robert Trennert, Peggy Pascoe
and Lisa Emmerich. 20

Mathes and Wanken's studies are

organizational histories of the Women's National Indian
Association, while Mathes examines the WNIA as an example

of women's involvement in and contributions to reform.
Trennert and Emmerich analyze the role of white women
working in Indian reform through the experiences of women
in the field.

Both authors also focus on the cultural

exchange between white and Indian women.

Pascoe's

scholarship explores the roots of contemporary cultural
l9see Christine Bolt, American Indian Policy and American
Reform: Case Studies of the Campaign to Assimilate the American
Indians (London: Allen & Unwin, 1987); Henry Bowden Warner, American
Indians and Christian Missionaries: Studies in Cultural Conflict
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981); Robert Winston Mardock,
The Reformers and the American Indian (Columbia: University of
Missouri Press, 1971); Henry E. Fritz, The Movement for Indian
Assimilation, 1860-1890 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 1963); Francis Paul Purcha, American Indian Policy in Crisis:
Christian Reformers and the Indian, 1865-1900 (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1976).
20valerie Sherer Mathes, "Nineteenth Century Reform: The
Women's National Indian Association," American Indian Quarterly 14
(1990): 1-18; Helen Wanken, "'Women's Sphere' and the Women's
National Indian Association" (Ph.D. dissertation, Marquette
University, 1981); Robert Trennert, "Victorian Morality and the
Supervision of Indian Women in Phoenix, 1906-1930," Journal of Social
History 22 (Fall 1988): 113-127; Lisa E. Emmerich, ""Civilization"
and Transculturation: The Field Matron Program and Cross-Cultural
Contact," American Indian Culture and Research Journal 15 (1991): 3347 and "Right in the Midst of My Own People: Native American Women
and the Field Matron Program," American Indian Quarterly 15 (Spring
1991): 201-211; Peggy Pascoe, Relations of Rescue: The Search for
Female Moral Authority in the American West, 1874-1939
(Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1990) .
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feminists definition of women's values.

She turns to

nineteenth century Protestant missionary women in the
American West in search of these roots.

While Pascoe's

scholarship provided an important basis for this thesis,
this study is more concerned with the role women played in
the movement for Indian reform and how this role is
reflective of the larger historical trends occurring for
white middle class women during the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries.
Chapter One of this study traces the ideological and
practical aspects of the introduction and progression of
women missionaries in the area of American Indian reform.
I demonstrate how women became not only an accepted, but
essential, part of church and governmental programs for
assimilating Indians to white American culture.
Furthermore, I treat how the secularization of missionary
work in the field matron program and the ways its
redefinition as an extension of the woman's sphere
provided professional opportunities for women.
Chapter Two discusses the founding and development of
the Women's National Indian Association.

The

association's history exemplifies women's reform
organizations that advocated change for Indian people but,
at the same time, resisted change in the status and role
of women.

The continuity of the WNIA over its seventy-two

years of existence provides a contrast to the attitudes

13

and perceptions of women working in the field.

This

contrast also illuminates women's intentions in the quest
for Indian assimilation and their role in that pursuit.
Chapter Three offers four biographical case studies
of women who were involved as field workers in American
Indian reform.

These case studies focus on the women's

motivations for joining the reform movement, the personal
and professional expectations they brought to the field,
the responsibilities they held, and how, in the field,
they understood their work and the people they were
charged with civilizing.
Women's participation in the movement for Indian
reform was based on a humanitarian desire to correct what
they perceived as the unjust treatment of Indian people.
Women's integral role in the pursuit of this goal follows,
as well as contradicts, larger trends in the historical
experiences of the American white middle class women.
Through the WNIA and its push to place women in missionary
work, Victorian ideas about women's nature are
illuminated.

In contrast, the examination of individual

women's experiences working in the field with Indian
people demonstrate the redefinition of real womanhood and
a new self consciousness in regards to the role of Indian
reform.

CHAPTER 1
From Missionary to Matron

On November 20, 1884, twenty-year old Corabelle
Fellows left her home town in Washington, D.C. and boarded
a train for the Santee Reservation in Nebraska Territory,
leaving her worried parents behind on the railroad station
platform. She had little knowledge of the task upon which
she was about to embark, except that it would forever
change her life. "I can see their faces yet as they stood
watching the train move off:
I had ever seen him, .

Father as near to crying as

.Mother and Marian, very chic and

modish, very shocked, and a little sorry to lose me.
was the last time we were all together.

1121

It

As a

missionary sponsored by the Women's National Indian
Association (WNIA), her assignment was to teach Dakota and
Lakota (then called Sioux) women and children the basics
of "civilized" behavior, not the least of which was
Protestant Christianity. 22

And, as a woman, she was

21Kunigunde Duncan, Blue Star:
The Story of Corabelle Fellows
Teacher at Dakota Missions, 1884-1888 (Caldwell, Idaho: The Caxton
Printers, Ltd., 1938; repr., St. Paul, Minnesota: Minnesota
Historical Society Press, 1990), 59.
22rn this study the terms "civilization" and/or "civilized"
are not a value judgement on the author's part. Rather, they are
used in the context in which nineteenth century reformers used them - namely to describe the differences between American Indian culture
and their own and placing greater value on the latter.

15

responsible for passing on the domestic expertise of her
gender _23
The late nineteenth century was a critical period in
the lives of American Indians.

Years of forced removal to

reservations and countless broken promises culminated for
many tribes in armed conflict with U.S. troops. 24

For

still more tribes it meant a devastating loss of lives due

to disease and starvation.

By 1876, most American Indians

were confined to 76 separate reservations and 28
reservations contained in a block of land called "Indian
Territory."

During 1876 the U.S. government decided to

accelerate its "removal plan" to consolidate the 104
reservations into four reservations -- Indian Territory, a
section of the southern plains which later became
Oklahoma; the White Earth Indian Reservation in northern
Minnesota; the Yakima Reservation in southern Washington
Territory; and the fourth in Colorado or Arizona.

This

meant, for many tribes, another removal and relocation to
an unfamiliar region, often with natural resources that
were foreign to their culture.

The purpose of the federal

government's plan of reservation consolidation was to cut
the number of government agencies, and in doing so,

23women's National Indian Association, Fourth Annual Report of
the Women's National Indian Association (Philadelphia: Women's
National Indian Association, November 1884), 27.
24see Francis Prucha, American Indian Policy in Crisis and
Robert Winston Mardock, The Reformers and the American Indian
(Columbia: Unversity of Missouri Press, 1971).
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government expenses, and to open up more land for white
settlers.

It was the forced removal of one of these

tribes, the Poncas, to Indian Territory in 1870 combined
with the Nez Perce War and the Ute uprising that sparked
an eruption of public interest in Indian reform. 25
The trauma of forced removal from their reservation
in Dakota Territory to a parcel of land in Indian
Territory left many Ponca people dead from exposure,
illness and starvation.

Upon their arrival in the Indian

Territory, poor living conditions caused the deaths of
many more due to illnesses, such as malaria, to which they
had no immunity.

By the end of their first year in Indian

Territory forty five Poncas' had died. 26

One of these

deaths was the son of Standing Bear, a Ponca chief.

He

died shortly after the tribe's arrival and his last
request was to be buried on his people's original
reservation.

Standing Bear and a group of followers left

Indian Territory with the intent of fulfilling his son's
last wish.
When they arrived at their destination they were
arrested for leaving Indian Territory without permission.
By this time, Northeastern newspapers had started to
publish the tribulations of the Ponca tribe.

Upon

Standing Bear's release, an assistant editor of the Omaha
2 srbid., 168.
26rbid., 170, Helen Hunt Jackson, A Century of Dishonor (Minn:
Ross & Haines, Inc., 1885), 186-219.
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Daily Herald solicited money and organized a lecture tour
for Standing Bear and two members of the Omaha tribe,
Susette LaFlesche and Wood Carver, with the plan to bring
the injustices of U.S. Indian policy to the public's
attention . 27
What, to reformers, was particularly significant
about this conflict was the unusual unity in feeling
between white Westerners and Easterners.

Up to this point

a great deal of hostility was felt between people in the
two regions over the issue of Indian reform.

The

difference in perspectives between the Western public and
Eastern advocates was bridged with the Ponca controversy.
Although people in the two regions had different long term
goals, in this case they shared a common interest.

Both

wanted to see the Poncas returned to their original
reservation.

Western settlers unusual support was based

on their desire to prevent another Indian war.

The

Ponca's return would serve as a buffer between the Sioux
and white settlers.2s
Those active in Indian reform during this time were
primarily middle class men and women who believed freedom
from oppression was a basic right of all people. 29

Their

solution to the oppression of Indian people centered on
Christianity and civilization, both of which relied
27Mardock, The Reformers, 173-176.
2 Brbid., 196.
29rbid., 1.
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heavily on the American tenet of individual land
ownership. 30

Reformers also felt that finding a solution

to the "Indian problem" was a national responsibility.
Failure of the American people and government to extend
civil rights and the advantages of democracy to Indian
people, reformers believed, was the primary cause of the
Indian Wars.

31

Indian reform had deep roots in the abolition
movement and the groups shared many supporters such as
William Lloyd Garrison, James and Lucretia Mott, and Lydia
Marie Child. 32

Following the Civil War those involved in

antislavery activities continued to speak out against
Indian policy.

The two most prominent voices in Indian

reform were Henry Benjamin Whipple and John Beeson. 33
The public denunciation of government policy by
respected citizens such as Whipple and Beeson, combined
with speaking tours such as those of LaFlesche, Carver and
Standing Bear, interested, even inspired, many Americans.
Public interest in the "Indian problem" intensified,
particularly among Easterners.

Pressure for a policy that

employed fair treatment and "stepped up" efforts towards
the assimilation of Indian people into white American
culture was felt by church and government officials.

30rbid., 3.
3 1 rbid., 3.
32Mardock, The Reformers, 8-29.
33 rbid.
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The introduction of women, like Corabelle Fellows,
into the American Indian missionary field was a
development of late nineteenth century Protestant America
and in part an answer to this pressure.

Following the

Civil War, in response to what missionaries identified as
the deplorable condition of women in "heathen lands,"
foreign missionary boards dramatically increased their
sending of white American women (934 in 1890, 5,000 in
1900 and 9,000 in 1915) to fields overseas such as China,
India and Africa, in order to gain better access to women
in cultures which differed greatly from their own. 34
Following this example, Indian reformers recognized women
missionaries as a solution to the difficulties they were
experiencing in their efforts to assimilate American
Indian people.
In 1884 the Women's National Indian Association and
missionary societies began to send single, white women to
remote and isolated places with the objective of
"civilizing the Indian," targeting in particular American
Indian women and children.

In the late 1880s, leaders of

religious and Indian reform organizations began to lobby
the government through the Office of Indian Affairs (OIA)
for the appropriation of money to be designated for the
employment of women, eventually given the title of

field

34patricia Hill, The World Their Household: The American
Woman's Foreign Missionary Movement and Cultural Transformation,
1870-1920 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1985): 1.
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matrons, to continue the work of civilizing Indian women
and children.
How and why the government, missionary societies and
Indian reform organizations changed their practice and
policy in Indian reform from exclusively male missionaries
to women as the primary carriers of civilization and
Christianity illuminates late nineteenth century

perceptions of women and women's perceptions of
themselves.

Changes in American Protestantism, Victorian

tenets of domesticity and moral superiority, and the
effects of expanding economic and commercial opportunities
on the roles of men and women, all contributed to women's
entrance into missionary work.
The long-established relationship between religious
leaders and government officials had lasting influence on
the methods applied to the assimilation of American Indian
people.

Government officials looked to religious leaders

and missionaries for advice and guidance about issues
concerning Indian affairs. Both saw Christianity and
civilization as inextricably linked. From the beginning
religion played an influential role in the making of U.S.
policy toward Indian people.

Indeed, on February 5, 1776,

before the Declaration of Independence, Congress formally
established this alliance by resolving:
That a friendly commerce between the people of
the United Colonies and the Indians, and the
propagation of the Gospel, and the cultivation
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of the civil arts among the latter, may produce
many inestimable advantages to both; and that
the Commissioners for Indian Affairs be desired
to consider of proper places,

in their

respective departments, for the residence of
Ministers and schoolmasters, and report the same
to Congress. 1135
The main purpose of missionary societies was the
propagation of the Gospel; however, the components of
"civilized" life, such as literacy, land ownership and
agriculture, were also seen as an essential part of
Christianizing.3 6

In 1819, Congress established a

civilization fund to disburse $10,000 annually for the
instruction of

Indians in agriculture, English and other

civilian traits, which naturally included Christianity.
The money was designated to:
Put into the hand of their children the primer
and the hoe, and they will naturally, in time,
take hold of the plow; and as their minds become
35Memorial of John Sergeant to Continental Congress, Nov. 27,
1776, American Archives, 4th Ser., IV, 1662, as quoted in R. Pierce
Beaver Church, State, and the American Indians:
Two and a Half
Centuries of Partnership in Missions Between Protestant Churches and
Government (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1966): 56-57.
36Further discussion about the relationship between government
and missionaries can be found in the following works: Robert F.
Berkhofer, Salvation and the Savage: An Analysis of Protestant
Missions and American Indian Response, 1787-1862 (Louisville:
University of Kentucky Press, 1965); Henry E. Fritz, The Movement for
Indian Assimilation, 1860-1890 (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1963); R. Pierce Beaver, Church, State and the
American Indians:
Two and a Half Centuries of Partnership in
Missions Between Protestant Churches and Government St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1966); Henry Warner Bowden, American
Indians and Christian Missions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1981).
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more enlightened and expand, the Bible will be
their book, and they will grow up in habits of
morality and industry, leave the chase to those
minds less cultured, and become useful members
of society. 37
Churches received the allotted money and then sent it to
missionaries for the purpose of Christianizing and
teaching the qualities deemed necessary for citizenship.
By the late nineteenth century the appointment of women to
the position of field matron by the Off ice of Indian
Affairs was the result of an institutionalized
relationship between church and state.
Before the latter half of the nineteenth century, the
typical missionary was male and a primary tool of
government Indian reform policy.

In many cases, the

missionary had a wife and children who accompanied him to
live among a tribe of Indian people.

He set up a

homestead and was expected to serve as an example to those
who lived around him.

As a minister of the Christian

faith he was also the transmitter of American culture
inseparable qualities for the position of missionary.3 8
The missionary wife, the only role open to missionary
women until the late nineteenth century, was recognized as
an important but subordinate part of missionary work.
role did not directly involve the civilizing and
Christianizing of Indian people.

Rather, it was her

37Ainerican State Papers:
Indian Affairs, vol. 2, p. 185 as
quoted in Bowden, p. 167.
38Berkhofer, Salvation and Savage, 1-15.
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primary responsibility to maintain a home in "savage"
surroundings, thus protecting and insuring her family's
"civility" and serving as an example to the Indian
community. 39
The decision to send women into the field as the
primary agents of civilizing and evangelizing, not as the
support for male missionaries, was by the late nineteenth

century an ideological extension of the missionary work
that had been in place in North America for many decades.
At the time of its implementation, sending women
missionaries to reservations was an attempt to succeed
where previous missionary efforts had failed.

Complete

Indian assimilation, that is, the acceptance of all traits
of civilized behavior and the relinquishing of
"conservative" or "savage" traditional culture, had yet to
be accomplished.

Thus, the purpose remained the same --

to civilize Indian people -- but the method and messenger
had changed.
During the late 1880s the Office of Indian Affairs,
at the coaxing of Indian reform groups and missionary
societies, concluded that one of the reasons for the
apparent failure of the effort to civilize and
Christianize Indian people was its neglect of Indian
women.

Furthermore, they concluded who better to teach

39Barbara Welter, "She Hath Done What She Could:
Protestant
Women's Missionary Careers in Nineteenth-Century America," American
Quarterly, 30 (Winter 1978), 626-628.
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the complexities of moral and civilized behavior to Indian
women than women themselves. 40

This conclusion followed

the accepted Victorian gender ideology of the times in
many respects, but sending single, middle-class women to
reservations also contradicted the seemingly clear lines
of the "woman's sphere. 11 41
In the 1880s the opening up of missionary work to

women was due in part to the declining interest in this
field among men.

Increasingly, men were taking advantage

of opportunities in the growing commercial sector.

The

revitalization of the foreign missionary movement in the
late nineteenth century presented different choices for
men and women.

For women, missionary service offered an

opportunity to enter the public realm and escape the
domestic sphere prescribed for them.

For men, on the

other hand, missionary service increasingly was identified
as a departure from the public sphere.42
4 0The idea to use women as the emissaries of American
civilization had already been implemented by female missionary
societies and the Society of Friends. These groups lobbied the
Off ice of Indian affairs to support this effort both fiscally and
with personnel. Discussion of this shift can be found in Richard
Mardock, The Reformers and the American Indian (Columbia:University
of Missouri Press, 1971), and Lisa Emmerich, "'To Love and Seek the
Ways of the White Women': Field Matrons, the Office of Indian
Affairs, and Civilization Policy, 1890-1938" (Ph.D. dissertation,
University of Maryland, 1987) .
41Further discussion of Victorian gender ideology and "women's
sphere" can be found in, Nancy Cott, The Bonds of Womanhood:
Women's
Sphere in New England, 1735-1835 (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1977); Barbara Welter, "The Cult of True Womanhood, 1820-1860,"
American Quarterly 18 (Summer 1966), 151-174.
42 Patricia Hill, The World Their Household:
The American
Woman's Foreign Missionary Movement and Cultural Transformation,
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Changes within American Protestantism also
contributed to the eventual identification of women as
emissaries of American culture to the Indian people.

The

role of religion in the lives of Americans -- its shift
from a public and primarily male dominated institution to
one greatly influenced and controlled by the preponderance
of female members -- had lasting and fundamental

implications.
During the Revolutionary and early national periods,
regionally established churches (primarily Anglican and
Congregational) were disestablished because of competition
from other denominations, which grew in number and
membership during the First and Second Great Awakenings.
A "voluntary" system replaced establishment in which no
particular denomination enjoyed official standing, and no
person had an obligation to join, attend or support
through taxes a church designated by law.

As a result,

between 1820 and 1875, American Protestantism was
transformed from an institutionalized authority to
influential advisor dependent upon the approval and
response of the larger American public.

This development

eroded traditional male religious authority and increased
the ministers' dependence on their congregations. 43
1870-1920 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1985); Jane
Hunter, The Gospel of Gentility: American Women Missionaries in
Turn-of-the-Century China (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984)
43Further discussion of disestablishment and its results can
be found in: Ann Douglas, The Feminization of American Culture (New
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The Second Great Awakening, a powerful religious
revival that peaked in the 1820s, swept the eastern
states, further changing Protestantism and the role of
women in religion and society.

From its beginning, the

revivals attracted more women then men.

In turn,

minister's sermons increasingly reflected female concerns
and attitudes.

Marginalized by the ideology of spheres

from capitalist expansion and opportunity, women and
ministers became close allies in the preservation of moral
values and the home.

In this regard, the Second Great

Awakening equipped women with a particular religious and
social authority.

Clergy encouraged women, emphasizing

their virtues and moral superiority, in their reform
efforts to redeem society.

At a time when ministers'

absolute authority was vulnerable, changes within
Protestantism did not go as far as to allow women to be
ordained.

However, women's participation, membership and

financial support did establish religion and morality as
female realms. 44

York: Alfred A, Knopf, Inc., 1977); Barbara Leslie Epstein, The
Politics of Domesticity: Women, Evangelism, and Temperance in
Nineteenth-Century America (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press,
1981) .
44 rbid., 17-80, ; Barbara M. Welter, "The Feminization of
American Religion," in Clio's Consciousness Raised, eds., Mary
Hartman and Lois Banner (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1974): 137-57
and "She Hath Done What She Could: Protestant Women's Missionary
Careers in the Nineteenth Century, 11 American Quarterly 30 (Winter
1978): 624-38; Nancy F. Cott, "Young Women in the Second Great
Awakening," Feminist Studies 2 (Fall 1975): 15-29.
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Contributing to the establishment and acceptance of
female moral authority was the influence of women writers
such as Catharine Beecher.

Beecher, the daughter of

renowned minister Lyman Beecher, proclaimed the moral
superiority of women in many of her popular writings and
speeches. "To American women," she wrote,

"more than any

others on earth, is committed the exalted privilege of

extending over the world those blessed influences, which
are to renovate the degraded man. " 45

In her Treatise on

Domesticity, Beecher emphasized the responsibility of
women to keep the morals of the family in place, one for
which they were specially suited. 46

Beecher in this

regard domesticated and socialized religion, thus making
women essential in the religious, the social and the
domestic spheres.
Women's religious and moral authority, it is
important to note, involved influence, not formal power.
However, female missionary societies and the WNIA found
justification and inspiration from the changes within
Protestantism.

In addition, women s entrance into the
1

Indian reform movement created a role for women in
political and social activism.

Consequently, the

4 5Kathryn Kish Sklar, Catharine Beecher: A Study in American
Domesticity (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1973), 159.
46catharine Beecher, Treatise on Domestic Economy for the Use
of Young Ladies at Home and School (Boston: T.H. Webb & Co., 1843).

28

existence of women missionaries became a symbolic
embodiment of the religious and moral authority of women.
There were, however, limitations attached to the
moral authority of women.

Nineteenth century American

beliefs about gender greatly influenced the transition
from male to female missionaries.

As Barbara Welter has

noted, the ideology of spheres required women to embrace

purity, piety, submissiveness and domesticity as the means
(and thus price) of social authority.

The principal place

in which women were seen as wielding their authority was
the home.

As industrialism increased, the tenet of

separate spheres was exaggerated and idealized to define
"woman's place" more unyieldingly to the home and
domesticity.

However, emphasis on female moral

superiority led many women to stretch these boundaries in
the name of its protection and establishment elsewhere. 47
Ministers and government officials recognized that
Indian women, previously ignored by ministers and Indian
agents, were particularly resistant to change and in many
cases kept the traditional culture alive in their families
and tribes.

Previously, civilization policy had assumed

that Indian women would become civilized through the
influence of their husband and children. 48

The realm of

Indian women was inaccessible to male missionaries.

47welter, "The Cult of True Womanhood," 151-174.
48Beaver, Church, State and the American, 145.
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solution to this problem, advocated by those active in
Indian reform, and later the Office of Indian Affairs, was
that women could enter the Indian woman's domain and
reshape it to fit the accepted American model of
womanhood.
In 1884, the Women's National Indian Association
(WNIA) decided to embark on "work in the field" and to

pursue government assistance for their endeavor.

"A

national union of Christian women," wrote WNIA general
secretary Ameila Quinton,

"can most fitly ask such help,

and Congress, it is believed, will vote the needed
funds.

1149

The field work, as outlined in the WNIA Annual

Meeting and Report of 1883, was aimed primarily at Indian
women and children.
report stated,

II

"The kind of work to be done," the
. will be teaching children to speak,

read and write English" and "to work and become selfsupporting."

The report went on to say that missionary

work would also include "teaching young parents .

. how

to make comfortable and attractive homes out of scanty
materials" and teaching women how to cook "the foods of
civilization and how to care for their children, and most
surely, teaching all within reach in the simplest way,
redeeming Christian truths. 11 so

49women's National Indian Association, "What Our Missionary
Work Will Be, 11 Annual Meeting and Report of the Women's National
Indian Association (October 27, 1883): 12.
SOibid., 12.

30

The position of female missionary was largely defined
as a teaching position.

Teaching had become an accepted

and even preferable occupation for women by the late
nineteenth century due principally to popular press
publications directed at women.

Catharine Beecher, a key

advocate in this regard, labeled teaching as the "true
profession" of women.

"The Christian female teacher," she

implored,
will quietly take her station, collecting the
ignorant children around her, teaching them
habits of neatness, order and thrift; opening
the book of knowledge, inspiring principles of
morality, and awakening the hope of
immortality. s1
This emphasis on the purpose of the missionary as
educational as well as moral, so effectively promoted by
Beecher, made women a natural choice in a society
increasingly accustomed to perceiving women as teachers.
Thus, sending a woman into the field as a teacher was not
only acceptable but by the late nineteenth century it had
become morally appropriate and necessary.
Later in the nineteenth century, the image of the
Eastern woman traveling West to teach in the frontier
remained consistent with ante-bellum descriptions and
expectations.

Her portrait was described in popular

Slcatharine Beecher,
The Evils Suffered by American Women and
American Children (New York: Harper & Bros., 1846), 9-10 as quoted in
Sklar, 174.
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literature as self-sacrificing, discreet, dedicated to the
welfare of children, and capable of bringing out the best
in men. s2
Within the framework of these constructs, the WNIA
had several reasons for their expansion into missionary
work.

The timing of the founding of the "gentlemen's

Indian Rights Association"

{IRA) in 1884 was met with

enthusiasm by the WNIA executive board:
... just at this time, Providence has answered
our prayers by bringing the gentlemen's Indian
Rights Association into existence to pursue as
their chief work, and with great advantages,
this very object [civil and political protection
for the Indian] , thus leaving our own society
free to devote, not by any means all, but a
portion of our work to uplifting Indian homes;
to aiding vastly needed work within Indian
hearts, minds and souls, while not intermitting
the effort to secure the race civil rights. 53
Following the norm of separate spheres of labor for men
and women, politics had been men's realm and the WNIA, led
by Amelia Quinton, gladly relinquished the "burden" of
politics to the IRA.

Quinton, as well as the WNIA

membership, considered evangelizing work a more

52Polly Welts Kaufman, Women Teachers on the Frontier (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), xvii-SO. Also see, Geraldine
Joncich Clifford, "'Daughters into Teachers': Educational and
Demographic Influences on the Transformation of Teaching into
'Women's Work' in America," in Alison Prentice and Marjorie R.
Theobald eds., Women Who Taught: Perspectives on the History of Women
and Teaching (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991).
53women's National Indian Association, "New Work," Annual
Meeting and Report of the Women's National Indian Association
(October 27,1883): 10.
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appropriate outlet for women, one in which they could
capitalize on the pious qualities of their gender. The job
of saving souls and educating Indian people was held in
higher regard by the WNIA because,

"educational and

missionary labor will be the final work for the red man,
and will be needed long after the political work is done
and law and land are granted to his race.

"54

The Association also contended that the work needed
in the missionary field was not being met because of a
lack of missionaries.

Its officers pointed to

Commissioner Price's 1882 report, which stated that there
were 68 known tribes "without either church or
missionary.

11

55

The board asserted that:

To do this work, for which there is otherwise no
provision, urgent calls are coming to our
Association from various sources.
Clergymen,
officers of the army and their wives, and
others, beg us to send teachers for the
Hualapais, Yumas, Mohave, and others in New
Mexico and Arizona, saying, "these women and
girls can be taught anything and they beg for
instruction. " [emphasis original] 56
In response to this appeal, in the WNIA Annual Report for
1884, the association added the following program of
missionary work to its "objectives of the Association:"
"To Labor for the Elevation of Indian Women and Homes, and
54Arnelia S. Quinton, Indians and Their Helpers (Philadelphia,
n.d.): 8.
5 5 rbid., 10.
56rbid., 10.
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the Christianization of Tribes now Destitute of Christian
Instruction.

n57

The WNIA's linking of domestic values to social
reform and the plight of American Indian people also
buttressed the transition from male to female
missionaries.

The Victorian middle-class ideal of the

"home as haven" and center for civilization, and of women
as the home's champion, translated easily the work of
missionaries.

The WNIA and others identified the home, or

lack of a proper home from their perspective, as the
practical and symbolic root of the "Indian problem."

The

"home" as defined by American culture, was the embodiment
of Christian and civilized life.

The people most

qualified to provide the tools for "building a home," in
the true Victorian sense of the word, were women.
Sending women into the field was also supported by
increasing concerns about the corrupt nature of the Off ice
of Indian Affairs (OIA) reservation agents.

The WNIA

published a pamphlet promoting the Association's
missionary activities, which highlighted their concerns
about government agents.

The pamphlet quoted an

unidentitied Indian's letter in uncovering the immediacy
and severity of the problem.

The letter reflected worry

about the effect of a new agent and concern that his

5 7 wornen's National Indian Association, Fourth Annual Report of
the Women's National Indian Association (November 19, 1884): 1.
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arrival had stimulated a return to Indian customs.

The

WNIA added impurity parenthetically in an attempt to
emphasize the detrimental effect of the agent's presence:
"Since we have a new agent everything seems to stand on
its head," wrote the letter's author, who concluded with a
question the WNIA used as a call to action:

"Do you think

such men should hold a position under Government?
not myself.

I think

They are not afraid of the Government or God

because they have no religion.

n58

The corrupt behavior of OIA agents was of great
concern for the WNIA and an issue about which they were
outspoken.

"Especially galling is it to all friends of

the Indian," reported an article in the Association's
newsletter,

"to have to see how the work of civilizing and

Christianizing the red man is being retarded and often set
back by the absence of proper and sufficient civil service
rules in the administration of Indian affairs.

1159

The

article continued with rhetorical questions for the
reader,
Why must the "spoils system" be allowed to
linger so long here? Why, out of eighteen
hundred or more positions in the Indian service,
have only about seven hundred been brought under
civil service rules? Why not complete the
reform at once, instead of allowing so many of
58women's National Indian Association, Our Work--What? How?
Why? (Philadelphia: Executive Board of the Women's National Indian
Association, January, 1893): 5.
59women's National Indian Association, The Indian's Friend
(June 1895): 4.
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the old abuses to linger on and cripple the
work? 60
Although there was no acknowledged relationship between
the corruption alleged by the Association and the
introduction of women in field work, the Association's
public ridicule of the Off ice of Indian Affairs coincided
with lobbying for, and eventual official appropriation of
money for field matrons.

At the very least the eventual

posting of field matrons was encouraged by a concern about
corrupt agents, as well as an attempt to appease the
concerns of the WNIA and other missionary organizations.
Entrance of women into the missionary field, both
domestic and foreign, provided them with new roles and
status in organized religion and the larger society.
Their numbers rapidly increased as did the WNIA and
missionary society's interests in sponsoring them.
Between the program's inception in 1890 and 1896 twenty
five women were selected by the OIA as field matrons.61
By 1917 there were eighty-eight women working as field
matrons.62

However, many more women were serving as

missionaries through the WNIA and other missionary
societies.

Ministers, as well as middle and upper-class

Protestant women, particularly those living in eastern
states, rallied around women serving as missionaries by

60rbid.
61Annual Report of the Commisioner of Indian Affairs to the
Secretary of the Interior, 1890-1896.
62rbid., 1917.
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sending "missionary boxes" with supplies and donations to
remote locations where women were working.

In some cases

this support included supplying the salary of a particular
missionary as well as the supplies a missionary needed at
her post.
By 1890, the titles of missionary and field matron
were used interchangeably to describe the same work.

This

is apparent in a letter written by a male missionary to
the WNIA's Corresponding Secretary:
The more I see of the people, the more thorough
is my conviction that consecrated women
missionaries, 'field matrons,' can accomplish
more towards the elevation of these people than
any other class of workers ... ~
The language was changing, but were the expectations,
beliefs and values changing as well?

The male

missionary's letter went on to say that the elevation of
"these people" could be accomplished by,

"teaching them

how to make homes of their houses; by telling them the
glad tidings of salvation; and by enthroning themselves in
the hearts of the people.

11

64

In 1890, as a result of significant lobbying by the
Society of Friends, WNIA and other missionary
organizations, Congress officially appropriated money for
the appointment of field matrons.

Later in 1896, when the

6 3wornen's National Indian Association, "Field Matrons," The
Indian's Friend (July 1890): 4.
64rbid., 4.
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position received official Civil Service classification,
missionary work for women was elevated to the status of
career.

What was the difference between a missionary and

a field matron?

According to Indian reformer Emily Cook,

"It might be asked how this differs from a missionary.
do not think it differs at all.
missionary.

I

It is only an official

116 5

The description of duties given by Indian
Commissioner Thomas J. Morgan reveals that although the
position of field matron now went beyond a missionary
calling to an institutionalized career, the expectations
and beliefs about gender, and the role of field matron
remained constant:
The position of field matron has been created in
order that the Indian women may be influenced in
their home life and duties, and may have done
for them in their sphere what farmers and
mechanics were supposed to do for Indian men in
their sphere. 66
Commissioner Morgan went on to describe the field matron's
duties -- housecleaning, sanitation, cooking, sewing,
laundry, home decoration, gardening, care of domestic
animals, home production of butter, cheese and honey, care
of the sick, child care and observance of the Sabbath.67
Beliefs about the responsibilities of women in the field
65Emily S. Cook, "Field Matrons," Twenty Fourth Annual Report
of the Board of Indian Commissioners, 1892 (Government Printing
Office, 1893): 61.
66commisioner of Indian Affairs, Annual Report, 1892, 101.
6 7 rbid, 101.
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remained relatively constant and, while evangelizing was
not a direct part of the job description, observation of
the Sabbath and the example of "Christian womanhood" were
implicit expectations.
Change did occur, however, in how the public and the
OIA perceived women in the field as a result of their
change in title and their government status.

The Indian's

Friend, a newsletter of the WNIA, reprinted several
articles that supported the program from newspapers around
the country.

The Philadelphia Ledger wrote,

"The office

of Field Matron is certainly a worthy adjunct to the
system of Indian education and the proposal to increase
its usefulness deserves consideration by Congress.

1168

A

Boston paper reported:
The influence for good upon the Indians exerted
by a kind, sensible, woman living among them
with a view to their civilization, has been
remarkable.
The Indian Associations and the
government have begun to send such women with
the title of "field matrons," to live in the
midst of half-civilized tribes, and to become
their friends, helpers and guides.~
Although traditional Victorian beliefs about women's
roles in society, namely domesticity and nurturing, were
still prominent, this ideology was altered by the
"expertise1' placed on these qualities as the result of
their new title.

The position of field matron was

68women's National Indian Association, The Indian's Friend
(July 1894): 9.
69rbid., May 1894, p.6
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considered a skilled and demanding position requiring
hardiness, self-sufficiency, professional independence,
and domestic expertise.

The unique abilities attributed

to women became skills that the government and American
public were willing to pay for and happy to see put to use
in a professional manner.
Expertise and autonomy (central elements of
professionalism) were new ideas in American culture during
the late nineteenth century and were generally confined to
describing the activities of men.

Professionalism was

seen as an alternative to the corrupt world of business
that presented "a way of life that lifted men out of their
baser selves and enabled them unselfishly to serve their
fellow man.

11

70

The creation of the field matron position

did not represent a ground-breaking entrance of women into
a male dominated profession.

Rather it was one of many

feminized service positions (e.g., librarianship,
teaching, nursing, social work) that were established at
the turn of the century.

Entry of women into these

professions designated them as professional experts in
typically feminine realms and at the same time assigned
worth and value to their skills.

Expertise was socially

and culturally regarded as the voice of unquestioned
70Thomas Haskell, "Professionalism versus Capitalism: R.H.
Tawney, Emile Durkheim, and C.S. Peirce on the Disinterestedness of
Professional Communities," as printed in, Thomas Haskell, ed., The
Authority of Experts: Studies in History and Theory (Bloomington:
University of Indiana Press, 1984), 181.
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authority.

This change did not expand how the role of

women was defined -- domesticity was still the focal point
-- but it did affect beliefs about the value of women's
traditionally defined position in society.
Field matrons and female missionaries, not unlike the
growing urban corps of women social workers at the turn of
the century, took as their territory the traditionally
"dirtiest" areas of professional service; those involving
the most human contact and its accompanying complexities.
The young, poor, sick, immigrant, and in this case Indian
people, created opportunities for women that had been
abandoned by men in an increasingly industrial and profit
oriented society.

These social problems demanded the rise

of an immense number of workers -- "Helping professions"
were the Progressive era's response to this demand. 71
Field matrons were, for the most part, women who had
previously been missionaries.

Because missionaries and

field matrons were to teach the fundamentals of "Christian
homemaking," women missionaries were recognized as
exceptional candidates to the OIA's field matron program.
Missionary societies and Indian Rights organizations,
including the WNIA, recommended women they felt were
appropriate for field matron appointments to the OIA.

The

71Noralee Frankel and Nancy Dye, eds., Gender, Class, Race and
Reform in the Progressive Era (Lexington:University Press of
Kentucky, 1991), Joan Jacobs Brumberg and Nancy Tomes, 11 Women in the
Professions: A Research Agenda for American Historians, 11 Reviews in
American History (June 1982): 273-94.
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OIA put little effort into recruiting and identifying
potential candidates.

Their selection depended almost

exclusively on a reference from or nomination by a
missionary society or reform organization.

Initially,

this process of application was the sole means by which
positions were filled.

72

The various groups competed for

available positions, and receiving a field matron
appointment was a source of status and pride for the
sponsor and for the appointee.

The WNIA solicited

appointments on a regular basis through personal letters
to Commissioner Morgan.n
The transition from missionary to field matron was
representative of the increased secularization of late
nineteenth and early twentieth century society.

Passing

on the skills of domesticity took priority over insuring
the salvation of souls.

Home life became more about

hygiene and less about Christianity.

This institutional

shift in the context of Indian reform had many causes.
The devastation of human life on reservations as a result
of disease and illness demanded that physical health take
priority over spiritual well being.

Further, religion's

diminished role, coupled with the increasing influence of
social sciences in turn-of-the-century American life,
72Lisa E. Emmerich, " 'To Love and Respect and Seek the Ways
of the White Women':
Field Matrons, the Office of Indian Affairs,
and Civilization Policy, 1890-1938" (Ph.D. dissertation, University
of Maryland, 1987): 63-66.
73rbid., 64-65.
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changed the path of those active in the Indian reform
movement.
Corabelle Fellows served as a missionary and
government teacher for four years from 1884 to 1888.

She

left missionary work to marry Samuel Campbell, the son of
a trader and a Lakota woman, before the establishment of
the field matron program.74

The WNIA sponsored many women

like her as missionaries before and after the creation of
the field matron position.

As time progressed, the

Missionary Department of the WNIA became increasingly
fundamental to the Association's continuation and,
therefore, missionary, teacher and field matron
appointments also increased in importance.

Further, the

type of women interested in these positions changed.
After 1900, many of the single women interested in Indian
reform work had less missionary experience. Increasingly,
they

were college educated women looking for employment

and life experience, and, as a result, their motivations,
as well expectations of the position, changed.
The WNIA attracted the support of hundreds of middle
class Protestant women in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century.

A closer examination of its

organization and purpose reveals the role it played in
Indian policy and the its relationship to the changing
cultural ideal for womanhood in America.
74 Duncan, xxv.

CHAPTER 2
Women and Indian Reform:
The Women's National Indian Association

Not long ago, women felt they could do almost
nothing to reform public abuse, and to redress
public wrongs. Now we know that with united
hearts, and God on our side, we can do effective
work everywhere for the cause of
righteousness. 75

Such were the beliefs of many nineteenth century
women involved in benevolent work.

A vital part of the

history of American women is the influence, political and
social, that they achieved through their participation in
voluntary and reform associations.

During the late

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries women (generally
white, middle and upper class) began to focus their reform
efforts outside of their communities and onto the lives of
American Indian people.

Their interest in the lives of

American Indian people was spurred by increasing awareness
of, and rising anxieties about, the government's unjust
treatment of Indian people and the increasing pressures of
white migration on Indian lands.
After attending a lecture regarding the "Indian
problem" Mary Lucinda Bonney reported with disgust what
she had heard about the U.S. government's treatment of
7 5Mrs. F.H. Taylor, "Address of Welcome," as quoted in the
Women's National Indian Association Annual Report, (1888): 10.
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Indian people to the Women's Home Mission Circle of the
First Baptist Church in Philadelphia, of which she was
President. 76

Inspired, Bonney set about getting involved

in the work of Indian reform.

Although she was unable to

convince her home mission circle to join in the work of
Indian reform, she pursued the matter on her own and
sought the help of her friend, Amelia Stone Quinton.
Both women had extensive backgrounds in reform work.
Bonney was an educator who had founded the Chestnut Street
Female Seminary in Philadelphia and had a long history of
concern and involvement in the lives of those whom she saw
as less fortunate.

77

Quinton was an accomplished reformer

by the time she turned her interest to Indian reform.

She

had worked in New York City with the inmates of charity
asylums as well as in almshouses, infirmaries, prisons and
a women's reformatory.

In the 1870s Quinton became very

active in the temperance movement and served as a state
organizer. 78
In the early 1870s , Bonney and Quinton met at the
Chestnut Street Female Seminary where Quinton held a
teaching position after the death of her first husband.
During her stay at the seminary Bonney and Quinton

76Fritz, 198-199.
7 7Helen M. Wanken, " "Woman's Sphere" and Indian Reform:
The
Women's National Indian Association, 1879-1901 11 (Ph.D. dissertation,
Marquette University, 1981), 7.
78 Ibid. I 10-11.
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discovered their shared interest in reform and became
close friends. 79
In 1878 the two embarked on a crusade to

11

prevent the

encroachments of white settlers upon Indian Territory, and
to guard the Indians in the enjoyment of all the rights
which have been guaranteed to them on the faith of the
nation.

1180

To accomplish this they circulated some 7, 000

petitions and informational leaflets to various missionary
groups and other benevolent societies and carried a 300
foot long petition, signed by 13,000 citizens in 15 states
to President Rutherford B. Hayes on February 14, 1880 in
Washington, D. c. 81
Bonney and Quinton saw the encroachment of white
settlers into land set aside by the government for Indian
people as "morally wrong.n 82

They expanded on this and

other injustices and called on the government to apply
Christian principles to governmental policies.
Gradually, women with similar interests joined Bonney
and Quinton in their crusade "to awaken Christian public
sentiment which shall move our government to just dealing

7 9Ibid., 9.
80women's National Indian Association, The Indian's Friend
{April 1897): 2. The most detailed account of the WNIA's history can
be found in "Our Associations Chronology," a column which ran in The
Indian's Friend from 1897 through 1899.
81The Indian's Friend (October 1896); Women's National Indian
Association, Annual Meeting and Report of the Women's National Indian
Association, (Philadelphia, 1883).
82Quniton, Brief Historical Sketch, 3.
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with the Indian tribes among us." 83

In 1880 they secured

a release from the First Baptist Church, established nonsectarian status and called themselves the Central Indian
Committee.

Their membership grew to include members from

the Presbyterian, Methodist-Episcopal, and Episcopal
churches and the Society of Friends. 84

By 1881 their

Advisory Board included many of the country's most
distinguished clergymen and Indian reformers.

The

organization then changed its name to the Indian TreatyKeeping and Protective Association (in 1883 their name was
again changed to the Women's National Indian Association,
WNIA) and, in turn changed its constitution to provide for
the establishment of auxiliaries or associate committees
to be cultivated throughout the country.

This decision to

enlarge the boundaries of their work turned the small,
Philadelphia bound, society of eight women into a national
organization. 85
Quinton led the movement to establish auxiliaries in
states and communities outside Philadelphia.

By the

summer of 1881, she had traveled to and addressed
countless meetings of women, church associations,
ministers' conferences, and missionary groups.

Through

her energy, she succeeded in igniting the interest of
83WNIA, Annual Meeting (Philadelphia, 1881) .
84The Indian's Friend (October 1986): 10.
85valarie Sherer Mathes, "Nineteenth Century Women and Reform:
The Women's National Indian Association," American Indian Quarterly
(Winter 1990): 4.
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women in twenty states.8 6

She accomplished this by

obtaining the names of each community s most prominent
1

women from local Protestant ministers and then soliciting
their interest and help.

Her addresses denounced treaties

and the reservation system which she believed hindered the
Indian's civilization.

She advocated education,

citizenship rights and severalty as the solutions to the
"Indian Problem".

Quinton, on behalf of the WNIA, called

for the gradual destruction of the reservation system,
universal common school education for every Indian child,
industrial training, allotment of at least 160 acres to
any Indian with a twenty year period of inalienability,
the maintenance of all treaties until change by the
consent of the Indians and the recognition of Indian
rights under the law. 87
WNIA ideas where not all original.

However, they

were the first major Indian reform group to organize
nationally and to formulate policies that were adopted by
other reform organizations and endorsed by many government
officials.

One significant example of their influence on

government policy was the Dawes Severalty Act of 1887,
which officially incorporated land allotment into
government Indian policy.

The sponsor of this bill,

Senator Henry L. Dawes, said that much of the new Indian

86The Indian's Friend ( February, 1897): 2.
B7rbid.,

(April 1897),

2.
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policy "was born of and nursed by the Women's National
Indian Association. 11 88
Quinton's efforts to recruit association branches
were extremely successful, and the requirements for
beginning a WNIA branch were minimal.

Any group of

Christian women could form a branch by simply pledging
their support to the WNIA constitution and developing two
or more of the organization's objectives.89

However,

although never directly specified, Christian denominations
did not include Catholicism.

The organization had an

anti-Catholic bias that surfaced occasionally in its
publications and was demonstrated in its membership. 90
The WNIA constitution promoted mainstream Christian
reform attitudes of the time.

It strove to heighten

public awareness in support of policies which proposed the
end of the reservation system, as well as Indian education
and citizenship.

It also sought, through its own ministry

and educational plans, to promote the goals of
Christianization, civilization and enfranchisement.

The

specific objectives from which each branch was expected to
choose two or more included the circulation of association
literature, memorials to Congress, hosting public meetings
to increase public awareness on the "Indian Problem," and
writing articles for publication.

The final requirement

ssrbid., 2.
89wanken, "'Woman's Sphere' and Indian Reform," 49.
9 0rbid
50 •
o

I

49

for branch associations was annual dues of one dollar per
member with one quarter going to the national office. 91
Establishment and maintenance of auxiliary
associations resulted by 1886 in 104 branches. 92

These

numbers fluctuated over the years and the participation of
most branches involved payment of dues, one or two
meetings a year and the mailing of a box of second-hand
clothing to a mission.

Some auxiliaries, such as

Massachusetts, Connecticut, Wisconsin, Michigan,
California, New York and Philadelphia, were very active
within their own state.

These branches, in particular,

provided the foundation for the national organization
through their large membership numbers, consistent
devotion to the cause, and direct participation in
missions, schools and hospitals.93
In 1888 the WNIA began printing an association
newsletter as a way for the national organization to
communicate with its membership.

The Indian's Friend was

subscription based and directed at a readership of WNIA
members and others active in Indian reform work.

The

monthly newsletter was one of the most enduring and
revealing aspects of the WNIA and was published until the
association's dissolution in June of 1951.94

Initially,

91Ibid., 49.
92WNIA, Annual Report (1887) ,14; Wanken, "'Woman's Sphere and
Indian Reform," 54.
93wanken, "'Woman's Sphere' and Indian Reform," 57-58.
94The Indian's Friend (June 1951).
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it was a tool for educating the membership and others
interested in Indian reform about current legislation
involving Indian policy.

Other features included letters

from auxiliary branches about their activities and
inspirational stories and poems.

Letters from WNIA

missionaries and field matrons were also an important part
of the publication, and in later years became the primary
substance of the newsletter.

Letters included

descriptions of Indian people and their homes, as well as
progress reports regarding the pace of acculturation.
Over the years the WNIA established many departments
and/or standing committees through which they accomplished
much of their reform work.

The committees varied and

changed from year to year.

However, the most enduring

included the Young People's Department, Department of
Indian Libraries, Home Building and Loan Committee,
Committee on Temperance Appeals, and Missionary
Department.
The formation of the Home Building and Loan Committee
fit perfectly into the WNIA's civilization and
Christianization philosophy.

The home, as defined by the

committee's first chairwoman, was "one roof sheltering a
father and mother and their children, secure in the
sharing and inheritance of the property resulting from the
toil of the family.
95rbid.,

119 5

This definition of a home was

(February 1890), 1.
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generally recognized by nineteenth century Indian reform
groups as the foundation for civilized behavior both
symbolically and practically.
Alice Fletcher, a well known Indian reformer and
writer, inspired the home building and loan approach as a
way to make it possible for young Indian couples to live
in houses.96

The plan was based on Fletcher's

observations of young Indian men and women who returned
home after years at off-reservation schools to find the
conditions impossible for the civilized life they had been
so carefully taught to live.

To solve this problem,

Fletcher suggested that small sums of money be loaned to
young Indian couples with which they could build homes in
the "Christian tradition.

11

97

In 1885, the home building and loan program was
eagerly accepted by the WNIA board and membership.

The

organization had high hopes for the outcomes of their
efforts.

Quinton predicted that the homes would not only

increase the pace of elevation and Christianization among
Indian people but also end the practice of polygamy.

At

the adoption of a permanent Home Building and Loan
committee the WNIA proclaimed,

"Nothing pertaining to this

life is more needed than a few modest Christian homes to

96WNIA, Annual Report (1885), 13.
9 7 rbid.
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serve as beacons, teachers, and inspirations to Indians
wandering the new or white man's way.

11

98

Reflecting Victorian beliefs of the time, the women
of the WNIA felt the re-creation of their interpretation
of home and the domestic trappings which accompanied it on
reservations was the avenue to quick acculturation.
quickly dispensed several loans. 99

They

The loans were used

for their intended purpose but their effectiveness is
unclear.

At the turn of the century the committee

diminished in importance and in 1907 ceased loans for the
construction of homes due to frustration over the failure
of borrowers' to repay the debt.

In place of loaning

money, the committee turned to building model homes on
reservations where WNIA missions were established.

This

program, however, also failed to achieve its intended
purpose and as the WNIA entered the twentieth century the
committee's primary concern was solely the tallying of
loan repayments. too

The efforts of the Home Building and

Loan committee were for the most part without success.
Placing Indian men and women in a physical recreation of

98rbid., 10-13.
99victorian ideology is used in reference to nineteenth
century gender roles and expectations including division of labor
based on gender and strict definiations of what it meant to be a
woman. For futher and more detailed discussion of this see, Barbara
Welter, "The Cult of True Womanhood, 1820-1860," American Quarterly
18 (Summer 1966), 151-174 and Nancy Cott, The Bonds of Womanhood:
Woman's Sphere in New England, 1735-1835 (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1977).
lOOwanken, "'Woman's Sphere' and Indian Reform," 344-45.
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"home" did not have the desired effect of encouraging
Christianity and civilized behavior.

In many cases young

men and women who did borrow money from the committee
found the pull of their own traditions and culture more
compelling then what the WNIA was offering.
The Committee on Temperance Appeals was established
in 1893.

Although it was organized later than most of the

other committees, it was, with the exception of the
missionary department, the only one to gain momentum in
the twentieth century.

The committee's primary role was

distributing temperance literature to agents, missionaries
and teachers.

Liquor was sold openly on reservations and

viewed by the committee's chairwoman as the "Indian's
worst enemy."

The WNIA sought to secure more stringent

regulation of the liquor traffic and included it in their
organizational platform of resolutions.

Through this

committee the WNIA also established a connection with the
Women's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU).

This was one

of very few women's organizations with which the WNIA
combined efforts, and even this affiliation made many WNIA
members uncomfortable due to the perceived "radical"
activities of the WCTU _IOI
The Young People's Department, founded in 1890 and
later renamed the Junior Department, was designed to
involve young people in the WNIA and the cause of Indian
lOlrbid., 151-152.
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reform.

Initially, children were encouraged to form

groups specifically around the cause of Indian reform and
to help raise funds for farming equipment, missionary's
salaries, education for young Indians.

Recruitment

leaf lets were sent to Association auxiliaries and churches
to attract young members.

However, this proved

unsuccessful according to committee members because of its
narrow scope.

As a result, the committee President, Marie

Ives, decided to work with already existing Protestant
youth groups such as Sunday schools, Christian Endeavor
groups and the King's Daughters to organize youth
participation and interest.Im
During the committee's first five years it was
successful in increasing the WNIA's overall membership and
raising significant funds for Indian reform.

The Young

People's Department also began a program to send boxes of
Christmas presents to reservation schools.

The Christmas

box drive occupied the bulk of the department's time over
the next several years.

When the committee changed its

name to the Junior Department in 1906 it also changed its
focus.

Papoose bands were organized for children under

six and Wigwam bands for those between six and fifteen.
The Association supplied the groups with banks in the
shape of teepees with instructions that they be filled
with money and returned to the national organization.
102rbid., 186.
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This effort failed to attract young participants.

Again,

the narrow focus of the activity, as well as the
association's failure to attract new adult members led to
the end of the Junior Department soon after its
implementation.

103

The Department of Indian Libraries was founded in
1890 by Frances Sparhawk a writer and reformer from
Massachusetts. 104

Its purpose was to develop reading rooms

at reservation schools by supplying books and periodicals
that would encourage reading and provide illustrations of
American life (e.g. pictures and descriptions of civilized
home life and behavior) .

Sparhawk and the WNIA surmised

that "good literature helps to inspire in every right
direction.

11

105

The distribution of reading materials to

reservation schools was extremely successful.

Sparhawk

enlisted the help of the Young Peoples Department and
publishers for contributions.

The committee's success

came to an end in 1901 when Sparhawk was forced to retire
because of a family illness .106

As with many of the WNIA

committees, once the founding organizer gave up her
responsibilities the committee ceased to exist.
Department of Indian Libraries was no exception.

l03rbid., 344.
104rbid., 203
lOSWNIA, Annual Report (1898),
106rbid., (1901), 30.

31.
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Many other committees came and went between 1879 and
1951.

For the most part, by 1910 the bulk of WNIA

departments had fallen by the wayside and disappeared from
the Association's annual meeting reports.

The missionary

department was the only one remaining, thereby fixing the
WNIA's identity as a home missionary society after 1910.
After three years of lobbying Congress and working to
increase public awareness through the writing and
distribution of pamphlets, petition drives, articles for
the press, speaking engagements and the organization of
state branches and auxiliaries, the 1882 executive meeting
introduced a new Association objective which would later
become the fundamental reason for the organization's
existence -- missionary work.

The timing of this new

department coincided with the founding, two months later,
of the Indian Rights Association (IRA) by Herbert Welsh.
The IRA was received with enthusiasm by the WNIA and was
seen as an opportunity to free them from the political
tasks so they could focus on their new missionary
endeavors.
The two Indian reform groups regarded one another as
"associate societies in the work of aiding the Government
in its efforts to secure to the Indian race among us
justice and the same opportunity for development granted
to other races within the United States. " 107
107The Indian's Friend (June 1897), 12.

With the
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knowledge that the IRA would not allow women in its
membership, and out of courtesy and acknowledgment of
their similar goals, the women changed the name of their
organization to the Women's National Indian Association
(WNIA) .

Both groups also determined that a representative

from the other's executive board would attend its
meetings.
The women of the WNIA, under the guidance of Quinton,
believed that the IRA would wield more political clout
than they due to their ability to vote.

Therefore, the

goals of the WNIA, which had previously centered around
persuading the government about issues such as allotment,
Indian citizenship, and equal rights, shifted to what
Quinton described as:
. go[ing] among the women of these destitute
tribes to minister to their great sufferings
from barbarism, to enlighten their physical,
mental and spiritual ignorance to win heart and
confidence by kind charities, ... to teach them as
opportunity constantly offers, of a Savior
longing to help them .
10s
The WNIA's new focus on missionary work allowed the
women to assume one of their primary concerns -- the care
of Indian women and children.

Although they continued

their efforts to secure legislation aimed at protecting
Indian women and children, the WNIA included now, as one

108Amelia S. Quinton, "Report of the Missionary Committee,"
Fourth Annual Report of the Women's National Indian Association
(Philadelphia, 1884), 32.
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of its primary objectives, the elevation of both Indian
women and their homes.
It is important to note that the middle and upper
class women who composed WNIA membership took it upon
themselves, as women had in many nineteenth century reform
movements, to project their cultural ideals onto the poor,
the non-white, and immigrants. 109

Women of the WNIA saw

Indian people as childlike and living in a society that
had not evolved to the level of American civilization.
In the minds of WNIA members, Indian people simply
needed the benefit of civilization and Christianity in
order to rise to the height of American culture.

Indian

women in particular were seen by reformers as powerless,
degraded and in need of assistance.

110

However, as

indicated by their confidence in the possibility of reform
they believed in the essential humanity of Indian people.
In their 1883 Annual Report the WNIA outlined their
new objectives in response to the 1882 Report of the
Commissioner of Indian Affairs.

The commissioner's report

109Further discussion of this phenomenon can be found in
Shirley Samuels, ed., The Culture of Sentiment: Race, Gender and
Sentimentality in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Oxford
Univeristy Press, 1992).
llOFor further evidence and discussion of commom ninteenth
century perceptions of Indian women see Glenda Riley, Women and
Indians on the Frontier, 1825-1925 (Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Press, 1984), David Smits, "The 'Squaw Drudge': A Prime Index
of Savagism," Ethnohistory 29 (Fall 1982): 281-306 and Theta Perdue,
"Women, Men and American Indian Policy: The Cherokee Response to
"Civilization"," in Nancy Shoemaker, Negotiators of Change (New York:
Routledge, Inc., 1995), 90-114.
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identified at least sixty-eight tribes that were without
any missionary assistance.

The WNIA recognized this as "a

field ... presented for a national union of women of many
denominations for labor where direct need and suffering
are, and where none responds to the pleading of naturally
capable but untaught men, women and children.

11

111

They

proposed that the government aid their endeavor based on
the encouragement and direction governmental officials had
given them over the years.

This aid was more clearly

defined as unused barracks, houses, and new buildings to
be used for schools; transportation for missionary
teachers; and appropriations for school expenses.

The

WNIA concluded that "a national union of Christian women
can most fitly ask such help, and Congress, it is
believed, will vote the needed funds." 112
Upon receiving such assistance, the WNIA argued that
the work to be done included teaching children to speak
and write English and to work and become self supporting;
teaching young parents how to make "comfortable and
attractive homes"; teaching women how to cook "the foods
of civilization" and the care of their children; and
teaching all "within reach" the redeeming quality of
Christianity. m
lllQuinton, "What Our Missionary Work Will Be," Annual Meeting
and Report of the Women's National Indian Association (October 27,
1883): 12-13.
11 2rbid.
11 3rbid.
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The WNIA plan was to establish a school or mission on
reservations where there was none.

Once this was

accomplished and it was determined that the school or
mission was functioning properly, the WNIA would turn it
over to the care of the nearest evangelical missionary
society.
The mission work was to begin with the Apache tribe
in Arizona.

This plan fell through due to a letter from

the reservation agency discouraging the WNIA from
considering the site.

The organization followed this

advice based on suggestions from the Secretary of the
Interior and the Commissioner of Indian Affairs and turned
their attentions to the Ponca Agency as a better place to
begin.

The suggestion was approved by the Board and two

WNIA selected missionaries, both women, were sent to
Indian Territory to begin work.

114

After these two women secured stations with the
Poncas and Otoes, fifteen more missionary stations were
opened in Indian Territory during the 1880s.

In 1886 a

station was opened in Dakota Territory among the Rosebud
Sioux and another among the Mission Indians of Round
Valley in Northern California.115
continued to grow in the 1890s.

Missionary activities
In 1890 a boarding school

was built for the Plumas County Indians in Greenville,

114WNIA, Annual Report (1883}, 84-85; Wanken, 272.
115rbid. I 2 72 •
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California and a hospital among the Sioux at Crow Creek,
South Dakota.

In 1892, the WNIA opened the Home for Aged

Women in Porcupine Creek, South Dakota, and extended their
reach to the Southwest by establishing a mission among the
Hopi at Oreiba, Arizona.

The WNIA continued its work of

civilizing and Christianizing throughout the 1890s.

The

targets of their efforts included the Walipai of Arizona,
the Spokanes of Washington Territory, the Piegans of
Montana, the Hopis of the First and Second Mesa, the
Hoopas and Desert Indians of California, and the Navajos
of Two Gray Hills, New Mexico. 116
In the 1880s and 1890s the WNIA located its
missionary stations where there was no competing
missionary activities, and where the WNIA believed Indian
people had suffered severe injustices at the hands of the
government or white settlers.

Once a potential site was

identified, the national association usually sent a member
to the field to investigate.

Concurrently, the

Association, usually through Quinton, contacted the
Commissioner of Indian Affairs to gain his support and
approval for the endeavor, financially and politically.
The next steps involved the acquisition of land and
buildings in which to headquarter the operation, and one
or two missionaries to coordinate the effort.

Wanken,

In some

116The Indian's Friend, "Missionary Reports" (1890-1899);
"Woman's Sphere' and Indian Reform," 274-275.
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cases, husband and wife teams were sent to fill this role.
However, more often single women were sent.

Quinton

expressed in many letters the belief that Indian people
distrusted white men, but not women, thus making them more
acceptable emissaries of civilization and
Christianization.117
WNIA missionaries often found themselves in conflict
with reservation agents and the nearby communities of
white settlers.

Agents often felt their power and

influence was being usurped, and communities often had
differing opinions with the WNIA about land disbursement
and treatment of the Indians in the area.

However, as one

historian of the WNIA has pointed out, a large part of the
problem rested with the Association's inability or refusal
to deal with tough issues and instead a tendency to find
scapegoats on which to pin the problems of their
organization. 118
By 1901 the majority of these missions were
transferred to home missionary societies run by Baptists,
Mennonites, Quakers, Methodists, Presbyterians and various
other Protestant faiths . 11 9

The rapid pace of mission

building in the 1880s and 1890s slowed considerably as the
twentieth century began.

117rbid.
118rbid.
119rbid.
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aspect of the WNIA became the primary reason for the
organization's existence.
The work of the WNIA and its branches grew
increasingly dependent on women working in the field as
missionaries, teachers or field matrons to implement WNIA
strategies.

As the organization became more focused on

missionary work, it also neglected to recruit a new
generation of members to replenish its aging membership.
In many ways the usefulness and success of the
organization was reliant on the interest and commitment of
the women nominated and/or sponsored by the WNIA for field
work.
The goals and motivations of women who composed the
membership of the WNIA contrasted in revealing ways with
women who were appointed to and working in field
positions.

Although the two groups were closely related

in mission and method in the early 1880s, by the early
1900s women working in field positions became increasingly
critical of and removed from WNIA goals.

CHAPTER 3
"The chance they had been hoping for .

.. "

Case studies of Women Working in the Field of
Indian Reform, 1884-1909

Experience proved that the missionary, teacher and
field matrons sent to reservations dealt with Indian
people quite differently than the officials of the WNIA
operating at a distance -- expected.

The experiences of

individual women who worked in the field of Indian reform
tell an important story.

This chapter presents four case

studies of women who worked as missionaries, teachers, or
field matrons in the movement for Indian assimilation.
Each was sponsored either directly through employment or
indirectly through branch organizational support of the
WNIA.

As such, their biographies illustrate the range

personal motivations, personal and professional
expectations, responsibilities, and ways that women
working in Indian reform came to perceive their work and
the people they were enlisted to civilize.
The women discussed in this chapter were chosen,
first, because they left behind written accounts of their
experiences.

But, in addition, their representation of

different time periods, and the corresponding changes in
motivation, approach to their work, and perception of
their role and its effect on Indian people provide a basis
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for comparison.

While these women do not represent the

experiences of all women in their particular field during
a given period, they do provide a rich source about a
subject where the sources are scarce and the subjects are
no longer living.

Corabelle Fellows: 1884-1888

Corabelle Fellows decided to become a missionary in
order to escape her family's plans for her future.

In the

early 1880s, after her father firmly and fatally
interfered in a budding romance he felt was beneath her,
Fellows, then in her teens, reached a life-changing
decision:

"Never, never," she recalled,

"would I follow

the social path which had been so fondly planned for me
and for which I was being groomed. " 120

Her rebellion

against her parents' expectations, and the "silly ninnies"
of Washington society women, resulted in her exile to live
with an Aunt in Illinois.

It was there that she

. greedily absorbed every word of the
sermons on the missionary.
The red man, as I
had met him on the history page, seemed innately
fine.
He needed only a little showing how.
Henceforth my life was to be spent for the
Indian. 121

120Kunigunde Duncan, Blue Star, The Story of Corabelle Fellows
Teacher at the dakota Missions, 1884-1888 (Caldwell, Idaho: The
caxton Printers, Ltd., 1938; reprint, St. Paul, MN: Minnesota
Historical Society Press, 1990), so.
l2lrbid., 53.
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In 1884, Fellows applied for a missionary appointment
through the Avenue C Presbyterian Church in Washington,
D.C ..

Her application was accepted and financial

sponsorship supplied by the WNIA.

The Association's 1884

Annual Report announced that the executive board had
appropriated
$135 of the missionary funds for the current
expenses of Miss Cora Fellows of Washington, to
and at the Missionary Training School at Santee,
Neb., where she is to spend a year in study of
the Dakota language and in preparation for
mission work under our Board, if it so elects,
among the Sioux Indians. 122

Fellows' decision to become a missionary produced the
response she desired from her parents.

Their shock was

hardly surprising given middle class values and
expectations for women.

They thought her "mildly insane."

Her father bombarded her with questions hoping to dampen
her determination.

For example, she reported that he told

her he had read "that the temperature out there often
drops to fifty or more below.
such cold?"

To which Fellows simply responded,

more clothes. " 123
necessary.

Child, how could you stand
"Put on

Her parent's consent, however, was

It was not a requirement set by the church or

the WNIA, but a social requirement, one that Fellows took
seriously.

She could not have gone against her parents'

122 WNIA, Fourth Annual Report or the Women's National Indian
Association (Philadelphia, 1884), 27.
l23nuncan, 54.

67

wishes because, in her words,
been an unpardonable sin.

11

"in those days it would have

124

Her mother's disdain and disappointment was
inconsolable.

"How supremely ridiculous!

You, a girl

brought up and educated as you have been among cultured
people, you, teaching those disgusting Indians! " 12s
Nonetheless, Fellows persevered and after many discussions
with her father along with the stern silence of her mother
and sister, her parents gave their consent.

Fellows

recalled how her "Mother, dry-eyed and very erect, came up
to my room to bring me a little flatiron," and said,

"I

hope that even in that outlandish place you will remember
to keep your clothes pressed.

11

126

Fellows' education prior to her appointment consisted
primarily of a finishing school curriculum including
German, French, piano and painting, and without her
parents' knowledge, some experience teaching in a private
school.

Fellows' desire to avoid the "traditional path"

was a strong motivation in her choice to become a
missionary.

She was also motivated by her fascination

with Indian people.

She recorded that her primary

exposure to Indian people was received through sermons and
history books.

Such an introduction probably included a

description that presented a cruel savage on the one hand,
124rbid., 53.
125rbid., 55.
126rbid., 57.
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and a "Noble Savage" on the other.

Nineteenth century

white American's sense of the primitive state of Indian
people was, on the one hand, a romantic image of
virtuousness and purity and, on the other hand, that of
savage cruelty. 127

Fellows' belief that all the "red man"

needed was a "little showing how," and that otherwise "he
was innately fine," reflects the romantic images whites
held of both the West and Indian people and the compelling
effect of these images.

They were a major factor in

Fellows's decision to pursue missionary work.
Fellows did not mention religious feelings, or a
sense of "calling," as part of her desire to become a
missionary.

In fact, neither of her parents were

Presbyterians, and she was a very recent member of the
Presbyterian church.

It is unclear whether her failure to

mention religiosity as a motivation represents religion's
innate nature in her (and other's) lives in the nineteenth
century, or whether it is an omission based on lack of
influence or importance.

This illustrates how the need

for religious calling for a missionary had decreased by
the late nineteenth century.
Fellows's assignment was to work among the Dakota
people, including the Mdewakanton, Wahpeton, Sisseton and

127Further discussion of nineteenth century popular images of
Indian people can be found in, Glenda Riley, Women and the Indians on
the Frontier, l825-l9l5 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press,
1984).
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Wahpekute, as well as the Lakota people, including the
Oglala, Brule, Hunkpapa, Minneconjou, Blackfoot, Two
Kettles and San Arcs.

Prior to her arrival in November of

1884, each of these groups had experienced traumatic
cultural disruption.

The Dakota people had been forced

from their homelands over the course of nearly two
decades, and prior to that they had endured continual

cultural and geographic disruption for many years.

The

Lakota people at the time of Fellows' arrival had
experienced more recent turmoil.

Between 1858 and 1889,

through unfair treaty practices, 82% of their land had
been taken.

The tensions caused by the loss of land

eventually culminated in the 1890 massacre at Wounded
Knee.

128

The people Fellows' was assigned to give "a

little showing how" had a long history prior to her
arrival of white contact and cultural disruption.
Fellows was first sent to the Santee Normal Training
School on the Santee Reservation in Nebraska Territory.
After seven months she was sent to a mission at Oahe on
the Missouri River.

After only a few months there she

moved to a remote missionary out-station in the Oahenoupa
village on the Cheyenne River.

In 1887 she was placed in

charge of the day school on the Cheyenne River Agency.

128navid Bruce Forbes, introduction to Blue Star by Duncan
(St. Paul: Minnesota Historical Society, 1990), xiii-xv.
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Her final assignment was in 1888 at the Cheyenne River
Agency' s No. 4 day school. 129
Setting out on the train from Washington, D.C. to
Springfield, Dakota, Fellows "tried to imagine what this
place would be like .
desolate."

. the country grew more and more

She arrived at the Santee Normal School, a

boarding school run by Alfred and Mary Riggs, to find it a
somewhat familiar and comforting setting.
buildings stood out .

"A group of

. a little chapel with a very tall

spire, four cottages, two rather large buildings .

II

130

At the time the school consisted of eighteen
buildings on 408 acres.

It had 206 students.

The

school's teachers taught reading and writing in the Dakota
language (although there were times when only English
could be spoken) as well as traditional Euro-American
subjects including arithmetic, geography, history,
drawing, music, composition, and physiology.

At the time

teaching the native language was believed the most
effective way to generate interest in learning and
Christianity.

It was not until 1887 that a federal

directive was established insisting all instruction in
government and mission schools be exclusively in
English.

131

129Forbes, xxii-xxv.
130nuncan, Blue Star, 68.
131Forbes, xix.
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Fellows was promptly put to work the day after her
arrival.

She did not yet know any of the Dakota language,

but was placed in a classroom with fifteen Indian girls
ages five to eight and told to teach them to sew.

Fellows

was sent to the school for training in the practical
aspects of mission work before being assigned to a more
remote location.

These aspects were primarily language.

Other female missionary requirements, such as the ability
to teach sewing and personal hygiene, were skills that
women were assumed to possess and not part of the training
process.

"Training" for Fellows appears to have been

achieved independently.

She spent many hours studying the

Dakota language, independently or with her Indian
students.

In addition, her training included interaction

with other Santee missionaries.

They were an important

resource for helping Fellows understand, at least
superficially, Indian culture.

For example, one of the

Santee students had a purple tatoo on her forehead.
Fellows's recalled that she asked the other teachers what
the mark meant, and "they told me that was the mark of the
chief's daughter." 132
Fellows was aware of, and affected by, what she felt
she was expected to accomplish in her position.

She

expressed anxieties about the watchful eyes of Mr. and

132ouncan, Blue Star, 70.
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Mrs. Riggs, founders of the Santee Normal School.

133

Likewise, she felt a certain amount of anxiety about the
expectations of the people she was supposed to "convert"
to the "white way."

Her anxiety stemmed from her concern

that she was not up to the job, not that the job might not
be in the best interests of the Dakota.
One evening a short time after my arrival at
Rigg's I was called down to the parlor to meet a
party of parents of my pupils . . . . They had
asked to see the new teacher. When I entered
the room on great fellow spoke, "He Tue?"
(Whoever can this be?) .
Mr. Riggs said, "This is Miss Fellows, our
new teacher."
. They grunted with supreme contempt,
accompanied by profound head shakings.
(I) was altogether shunned by the
guests. 134

This reaction had surprisingly little effect on
Fellows.

She consoled herself with the belief that their

reaction was based on ignorance and not on any personal
shortcoming she might possess.
Fellows' personal expectations of her work as a
missionary reflect her cultural background as well as the
beliefs of her sponsor, the WNIA.

Fellows reflected the

common nineteenth century perspective among Euro-Americans
that Indian women were "degraded beasts of burden" who had
to do all the work, including hard physical labor.

She

advocated the common doctrine of Indian reform calling for
133Forbes, Introduction to Blue Star, xxiii.
134ouncan, Blue Star, 76.
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a more equal division of labor. "I was bold enough,"
Fellows asserted,
to preach the doctrine of a more equal division
of labor.
It was uphill going, and I cannot
forget the injured and comical looks exchanged
by the men when I dwelt upon this mode of
improving woman' s lot. 135
On the other hand, Fellows's attitude about the work
of Indian women vacillated between a description of men as
lazy and of women as overworked, to an awe and respect for
Indian women's strength and self-sufficiency in comparison
to her "wonder at the uselessness of women at home.

11136

She also participated in some of the "burdened labor" and
was quite satisfied with what she was able to accomplish.
She proudly speculated what "Marian [her sister] and
Mother would say could they see me now, bareheaded,
bareback and astride a lean pony, swathed in an Indian
blanket, balancing my jar of water on my shoulder."
The opinions Fellows formed through her contact with
American Indian women were complex.

Although she was

committed to teaching women the "skills of domesticity,"
she also described at length the traditional work of
Indian women without contempt or disapproval and wrote
with respect about their ability and skills. 137

Still,

this did not carry over to her work as a missionary.

13Srbid., 173.
136rbid., 120.
137rbid., 97-99.
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example, she was committed to showing a class of young
girls how to sew the "correct way," defined as the "white
way," even though she was impressed with the sewing method
used by the mothers of the girls she taught.138
This inconsistency was also reflected in her
dedication to cleanliness as a mark of "civilized"
behavior.

She commented frequently on the importance of

teaching cleanliness to her students.

However, when she

embarked on a trip with an Indian family and discovered
the entire traveling party was unable to clean itself in a
way she approved, she concluded that the family was much
cleaner than she.139

Fellows made this observation in

passing and did not recognize it as a criticism of the way
in which she practiced, or taught, cleanliness.
Fellows also enjoyed and participated in rituals and
ceremonies, most notably the Sun Dance, which, given her
assignment, could be seen as undermining the values she
was sent to impose. 140

She did not develop a true

appreciation of the meaning of Indian rituals and
religion, or their significance to Indian culture.

Nor

did she ever make a connection between her work and the
passing of the traditions with which she was so
fascinated.

Rather, she displayed a simple curiosity

138rbid. I 105.
139rbid., 191.
140rbid., 152-155
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about Indian culture and while finding it interesting,
judged it uncivilized and in need of reform.
After seven months of training at the Santee Normal
School, Fellows traveled to her new post -- a missionary
out-station in the Oahenoupa village on the Cheyenne River
in Dakota Territory.

During this assignment she lived in

a cabin with an older Indian woman named Elizabeth.

The

relationship Fellows developed with Elizabeth marked the
only time in which she transcended cultural barriers.
This was underscored by the fact Elizabeth, although
American Indian, was also a missionary and assimilated to
a large degree to white society.

Therefore, Elizabeth, in

Fellows's estimation, approached the status of an "equal".
How we talked! Really talked, there in that
rude cabin shut away from the rest of the world.
She asked and answered, and I asked and answered
until the day with its closeness of spiritual
touch became a highlight of my whole life. 141
Her time with Elizabeth represented a breakthrough of
sorts for Fellows, although she was still caught between
the inherent superiority she ascribed to her own culture
and the goodness and value she saw in the culture of the
people she was sent to change.

She never addressed this

conflict directly, nor did she seem to fully realize the
repercussions of her role as a missionary.

This reaction

was consistent with historian Peggy Pascoe's assertion

141rbid., 12s.
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that Indian women were never seen as the equals of white
women, regardless of how well they assimilated white
Christian values and

habits.I~

Fellows concluded her work as a missionary and
teacher in 1888.

She left her work to marry and, along

with her husband, signed with a stereopticon bureau owned
by a Mr. Dewitt to embark on a speaking tour to talk about
Indians and explain Dewitt's

pictures.I~

Fellows spent four years working as a teacher and
missionary and three years touring with her husband
speaking about Indian people.

Her work in Indian reform,

though a relatively short period in a long life, made a
lasting impression, not only through her marriage to an
Indian man, but in how she felt about herself and her
contribution.

Fellows' husband, Samuel Campbell, was the

son of a Lakota woman and a white trader.

He was a very

acculturated Indian man, and Fellows felt her marriage to
him was no different than if she had married a white man.
Although the marriage ultimately failed, her convictions
and interest in the well being of Indian people lasted a
lifetime.

Flora Gregg: 1900-circa 1903

142peggy Pascoe, Relations in Rescue: In Search of Female
Moral Authority in the American West, 1874-1939
(Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1990), 146-173.
143nuncan, Blue Star, 204-205.
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When eighteen year old Flora Gregg attended a lecture
at the Teachers' Institute in Oklahoma Territory, she was
riveted by the speaker's plea for help:
The Havasupai [Ha-va-su-pi] -- the People of the
Blue Water -- need you . . . .
Its a land of
mystery and enchantment . . . . The Indians
living there have an intriguing, primitive
culture, rich with the lore of their ancestors.
This tribe believes that their gods speak to
them through rustling trees and running water. 1«
Gregg sat straight up in her chair, thinking,
I was practically there!"
Danger?

She deliberated,

Life was waiting to be lived!

1114 5

"Would I go?

"Adventure?
Her motivation

was soundly rooted in her desire for adventure and
challenge.

As she reflected further on the decision to

teach among the Havasupai, her motives centered around
what she identified as her family's pioneer heritage to
push westward and "the appeal to help a bewildered people
find its place in the social and business world
encroaching upon it from all sides .

II

146

Gregg's family supported her decision to leave home.
Her father had died after the family moved from Kansas to
a land claim in Oklahoma Territory, and as the oldest of
four children she was anxious about leaving her mother and

144Flora Gregg Iliff, People of the Blue Water: A Record of
Life Among the Walapai and Havasupai Indians, with foreword by Robert
C. Euler (New York: Harper, 1954; repr., Tucson: University of
Arizona Press, 1993), 3.
145 rbid., 3.
146 rbid., 4.
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siblings alone. 147

Gregg's decision was not, however,

based on a need to provide financial support for her
family,

for, as she put it, she was "thinking only of

[her] self in the desire to go to Arizona .

"148

Her

mother responded with support:

"All my life I have wanted

to see mountains and an ocean.

I never have.

This is

your chance, also your chance to serve a people who need
you.

I

want you to take it.

11

149

Gregg's reasons for leaving, coupled with her
mother's encouragement of her decision, signify changing
expectations for women at the turn of the century.

Not

only did her mother give her permission to leave, she also
saw it as an opportunity for her daughter and took pride
in the path her daughter had chosen.

This is consistent

with the increasing numbers of women attending college and
looking for ways in which to apply their education at the
turn of the century.

Gregg's mother's acceptance and

encouragement is reflective of a larger trend in American
middle class expectations for women.
As a government employee Gregg was assigned to teach
at the Hackberry Day School for the Walapai tribe in
Arizona.

By the time of her assignment in 1900 the

Walapai people, half of the cultural group called Pai,
were restricted to 900,000 acres while the other half, the
147rbid., 5.
14Brbid., 5.
149rbid., 5.
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Havasupai, to a mere 516 acres.

In 1889, after much

resistance, the Pai joined the millenarian Ghost Dance
movement, which included rites intended bring back Indian
lands and cause the white interlopers to disappear.

When

the promised utopia of the "old days" failed to
materialize, extreme disillusionment followed.

Such was

the worn down state in which Gregg encountered the Walapai
and later the Havasupai. 150
Upon her arrival, Gregg expressed surprise at the
condition of the Walapai people.

When met by the

reservation's agent, and after meeting a Walapai man on
the road who spoke English and was wearing "mostly
civilian" clothes, she recalled,

"I thought the customs

and speech of these people would be entirely native."

Her

disappointment with the amount of acculturation that had
taken place reflected the lack of accurate information she
had been provided by those who recruited her.

She

believed that she was going to be working with people
"untouched" by the "white way," and that her task was to
introduce it for the first time.

The romanticism which

first attracted her to the position was thus diminished at
the outset.
Gregg's expectations -- and the expectations of her
employer -- weighed heavily upon her.

At the outset she

informed the agent that "this work is new to me.

I'm

lSOEuler, Introduction to People of the Blue Water, xii-xiv.
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afraid I will make many blunders." I5l

He responded that

she probably would, and then informed her of her
responsibilities.

She was responsible for the first four

grades, as well as a class of students ranging in age from
twelve to sixteen who had never attended school before.

152

Her non-teaching responsibilities included preparing lunch
for all the children, working in the sewing room, washing

and ironing the school clothes, and checking the
temperature of the water and the irons to insure they were
hot enough to kill lice, a campaign for which she was
accountable.

I53

Gregg felt much self doubt, questioned her

preparedness for the tasks ahead of her, and was generally
overwhelmed:
Could I handle all the tasks . . . ? I was
inadequately prepared to teach the little folks
who understood no English and those older pupils
who . . . spoke only their native tongue ..
If I failed in all this, I knew exactly
what would happen.
I was on six months
probation; failure would mean dismissal. 154
While Gregg accepted the expectations placed upon her
by the government and the reservation agent, her
acceptance was not without question or criticism.

For

example, the government had erected board shacks for the
Walapai people, thinking them more civilized than
wickiups.

Gregg observed that the Walapai were not using

15lrliff,
l52rbid.,
153 rbid.,
1 5 4 rbid.,

People of the Blue Water,
9.
22.
22.

9.
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them because they were "cold and drafty" and,

"when a

death occurred in one of them, the government officials
refused to allow it to be burned, according to Walapai
custom.

So the Indians would have nothing to do with

them." 155

Gregg understood the rationale for their

decision not to accept the board shacks as dwellings and
ridiculed them as "cheap little one-room houses." 156
Gregg, like Fellows, also agreed with the common
stereotype held by Indian reformers that Indian women were
overburdened.

However, instead of condemning the

culture's division of labor she tried to understand its
origin.

She concluded that although Indian men would "no

more have relieved her of her burden then he would have
cut off his long braids," no Indian woman would "have
allowed him to carry her burden. " 157

While she did not

necessarily agree with their division of labor, she had an
appreciation for its origins and recognized it as custom,
not abuse.
Gregg approached her job with enthusiasm, but
recognized early the need to start slowly. "[I] realize[d]
that we would change neither this land nor its people in a
day or a year.

11

158

It was essential to the acculturation

process that she find acceptance among those she was

1ssrbid.,
1s6rbid.,
1s7rbid.,
1ssrbid.,

29-30.
30.
37.
s3.
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trying to transform.

To do this Gregg made visits to the

Walapai village, which was a short distance from the
school.

There she traveled from wickiup to wickiup

observing and asking the women questions about their
cooking techniques and their children.
determination and patience.

The process took

Gregg noted: "The Walapai

were reticent; they were quietly and unobtrusively
defensive.

I might walk about and see the outside of

their lives, but an invisible wall protected their inner
living. " 15 9

Gregg recognized and to a certain degree

respected the Walapai's reticence with her presence and
interest.
The responsibilities of Gregg's work seemed
boundless.

The tasks assigned to her were in reality only

a skeleton of what she found herself doing.

Increasingly,

medical care became an area of need on the reservation.
When an outbreak of small pox occurred, the school became
a makeshift hospital, and Gregg found herself applying
compresses and reassuring parents.

160

Although she does

not mention a conflict with the Havasupai and Walapai
medicine men in this situation, they were a source of
great curiosity and concern for her in medical matters.
She speculated:
What could be done to counteract the influence
of the medicine man .
.? Force could not do
1s9rbid., 30.
160rbid., 230.
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it; that only antagonized.
In the past we had
used too much compulsion and too little
understanding in approaching the Indian's
problems. There was only one solution: give
the Indians hospitals, doctors and nurses, let
them experience the healing power of modern
medical practice and they themselves would put
the medicine man out of business. 161
Although Gregg was troubled by the medical problems of the
community she was surprisingly careful to respect their
customs, and she recognized that there was an appropriate
time and place for trying to introduce and encourage
"white ways."
Besides medical obligations, Gregg's position also
placed her in the role of negotiator in local disputes.
She was placed in this position by the Walapai people as
an unbiased party.
resource ownership.

She was also involved in issues of
Cattlemen and ranchers, she recalled,

filtered into the reservation taking possession
of the Indian springs and streams . . . . the
Walapai fell victim to the worst the white man
had to offer. 162
In one such situation she served as advocate for the
rights of the Havasupai.

When an eastern firm announced

plans to dam Mooney Falls, located on the Havasupai land,
in order to manufacture electrical power for distribution
to Arizona cities, she noted that
" . . . never [before] had their authority over
the Blue Water or its canyon been questioned.
16lrbid., 243.
162rbid., 42.
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These white men who were now tinkering with old
Mooney Falls did not consult the Indians .
I protested to Mr. Ewing repeatedly, [but] the
men went quietly but determinedly on with their

work." 163
Her lobbying against the darn proved unsuccessful,
although, before the dam was completed, fate stepped in
and a flood wiped out the project.

Gregg recalled with

relief that the disaster caused "the firm such financial
loss" that "the white men rode out leaving the canyon to
the people to whom it rightfully belonged.

111 64

Her roles

obviously went far beyond the "sphere" and description of
domestic tasks that the WNIA and other Indian reform
organizations had designated.
In her memoir, Gregg did not discuss her friendships
with Indian people.

She did describe individuals with

respect and did not employ child-like terms.

She

expressed many times how much she learned from them, how
they had educated her.

She viewed her job as one of

assistance and one in which she learned from the people
with whom she worked.
Gregg experienced a significant amount of personal
success through her work.

One year after her initial

appointment she advanced to the position of superintendent
of the Havasupai reservation.

This was an unusual

position for a woman to fill, and Gregg felt a great deal

163rbid., 191.
164rbid., 194.
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of pride in the appointment.

Further, her salary

increased from $40 to $75 per month.

She wrote her mother

about the promotion, "stressing the importance of the
salary of $75 per month [but] did not tell her I would be
on duty from daylight until long after dark.

"165

When Gregg's mother died in 1903, she resigned her
position and returned home to care for her younger

sisters.

She otherwise had no intention of leaving her

position in Truxton, Arizona.
field left lasting impressions.

Her experiences in the
. years I spent

"The .

with the Indians had proved to be more than an adventure;
they were an education.

11

166

These years spent working as a government teacher and
then school superintendent among the Havasupai and Walapai
grew into a lifelong career for Gregg.

In 1904 she

married fellow reform worker from Truxton, Joe Iliff.

The

two spent their lives working for various non-reservation
boarding schools including Chilocco Indian School in
Oklahoma and the Indian school in Chemawa, Oregon.

She

and her husband also were life-long advocates of higher
education for young Indian men and women.
Gregg's participation and dedication to Indian
education contrasted with Fellows' work in Indian reform.
Although both women sought adventure, Gregg brought

16Srbid., 91.
166rbid.
271.
I

86

maturity and commitment to her job, which enabled her to
recognize how her presence and government assimilation
efforts negatively affected Indian lives.

Unlike Fellows,

but much like the women to whom I now turn, Gregg s
1

expectations and beliefs about her job, and Indian people,
changed dramatically as a result of her field work.

Mable Reed and Mary E. Arnold: 1908-1909

Mary Ellicott Arnold and Mable Reed were first
inspired to join the work of "civilizing the Indian" when
they left their home in Plainsville, New Jersey, to visit
Arnold's cousin Annie Bidwell in Sacramento Valley,
California.

While visiting they met a Special Agent for

the Indians.

They told him they "should like to see what

a really rough country was like."

Arnold and Reed

recalled that the agent responded by, "looking at our
pleated skirts, seven yards around the bottom, and down to
within an inch of the floor.

Shall I send you to the

roughest field in the United States?"
continued,

"I think he expected us to refuse.

course we did not refuse.
hoping for.

Arnold and Reed
But of

It was the chance we had been

11167

16 7 Mary Ellicott Arnold and Mable Reed, In the Land of the
Grasshopper Song:
Two Women in the Klamath River Indian Country
(Mary Ellicott Arnold, 1957; repr., New York: Bison Books, 1980),
12-13.
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So began their journey in Indian reform work.

Arnold

was a graduate of Cornell University, and both women had
worked in a New York settlement house.

This experience,

along with "special training in agriculture and carpentry"
and the support of the Northern Indian Association and the
New jersey Indian Association (branches of the WNIA),
earned them appointments as field matrons of the U.S.
Indian Service in January of 1908. 168

Their appointment

papers stated that "these ladies would receive thirty
dollars a month each, and traveling expenses and they
should proceed without delay to Somesbar, California.

111 69

In their memoir, neither women revealed their
personal motivations for joining the work of Indian
reform.

However, their college educations and experience

in social reform suggests a desire to apply what they had
learned and implied a belief in the need for Indian
assimilation.

No less, their desire to be sent to "rough

country" suggests a search for adventure.
Neither Arnold nor Reed expressed anxiety or concern
over their families' reaction to their decision to head
west and work with Indian people.

Their own concerns were

revealed during their journey west and revolved around a
fear of unfamiliar surroundings, the work to come, and the
weight of the expectations of those who appointed them.
168wornen's National Indian Association, The Indian's Friend
(New York: Women's National Indian Association, 1908), 10.
169Arnold and Reed, In the Land of the Grasshopper Song, 12.
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Arnold s and Reed s assignment was to administer to
1

1

about 700 Karok Indians living outside of the Hoopa
Reservation along the Klamath and Salmon Rivers in
California.

Upon their arrival they checked in with the

agent at the Hoopa Reservation for further information
about their "duties" in the field.

His response:

About your duties, it is a little difficult to
say.
I think the Government's idea in
appointing field matrons is that women will have
a civilizing influence. Of course, that is what
we want to do -- civilize the Indians. As much
as possible you want to elevate them and
introduce white standards.
I think you will
find the conditions rather deplorable.
Actually . . . I think we shall have to
trust your own good judgment. After you get up
into that country, you will have a much better
notion of what you ought to do.Im

Soon after their meeting with the Hoopa agent they met
another field matron, Mrs. Mayhew, who worked nearby.
This seasoned field matron shared with Arnold and Reed
some of her experiences.

"Last year, there was a half

breed going to have a baby," Mayhew told the women, "it
was breeches first . . . she put her hands in and turned
the baby around . . . it was the only thing to do." 171
Mayhew made a strong impression on them:

"The Government

had evidently made a mistake when they appointed us as

17orbid., 24.
1 71rbid. t 27"
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field matrons.

If the sort of thing Mrs. Mayhew did was

what they wanted, we were just not qualified.

11172

When Arnold and Reed initially arrived at Somesbar
they felt very alone and were unsure where to begin.
residents of Somesbar were overwhelmingly white.

The

The two

women decided to travel to the Forks of the Salmon in
order to "see some of the Indians."

They were not well

received:
When we stopped at a cabin, sometimes the Indian
woman would nod her head but more often she
would look at us and then go in and shut the
door without saying a word.
It was the same
everywhere we stopped.
One of the primary directives of a field matron was
to travel from home to home, visiting and exerting a
civilizing influence.

After many rejections the two women

began to doubt this method and their ability accomplish
their assigned ends.

At one of their last stops a Karok

woman came out of her house and said,

"Schoolmarms?" to

which the two women shook their heads no.

The woman

returned to her house and shut the door behind her.
It was at this point that Arnold and Reed made an
important discovery.

The word schoolmarm was a familiar

occupation that the local people understood and, to some
degree, welcomed. "Its bad enough for us to be women,"
Reed observed.

1 72rbid.

I

"No one thinks much of women in this

28 •
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country."

They reflected further and realized that

"missionaries are worse . . . and government agents are
worst of all.
us." 173

No wonder people won't look at or speak to

From that point on they decided that "As long as

we stay in this country, we are going to be schoolmarms.
And if the Lord didn't cut us out to be schoolmarms, it is
just to bad for us, for that is what we are going to be."
Establishing a place of residence was no easy task
for Arnold and Reed.

They had to negotiate a deal with

the local people, which required some knowledge of the
local order.

It was important to avoid seeming to favor

one group over another.

As renters of a house owned by an

Indian woman named Essie, a whole new list of
considerations and concerns plagued the two women.

Essie

had two husbands, Mart and Les, and all three lived
together with Essie's son and grandmother.

This posed a

definite challenge to the values of white culture.

"Of

course if Mart and Essie and Les are all satisfied,"
observed Arnold and Reed,

"it really does seem as though

it were their own personal concern.

On the other hand,

two husbands at the same time would scarcely be tolerated
in most white communities."

"We were not sure .

whether we were exercising the civilizing influence," but
even with these misgivings they contended that "they

173rbid.

I

40-41.

I

f
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couldn't help being impressed with the way Essie carried
off the situation.

11
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Given that Essie and her family were Arnold's and
Reed's host by virtue of their landlord/tenant
relationship, the women's association with Essie was a
constant concern:
Ought we go to village after village introduced
by Essie? Ought we sanction Les as her husband
number two by going in his company? How would
the Indian Department and the Northern Indian
Association look upon our chosen companions, not
to mention Bishop Moreland, who evidently
considers us members of his flock and has sent
us forty bibles. 175

However, as time progressed, the women decided to set
aside their misgivings and accept Essie, Mart and Les, and
in fact came to think of themselves as part of Essie's
family.
The self-conscious behavior of Arnold and Reed is
best reflected in letters they wrote to the Women's
National Indian Association in 1908 and 1909.

Excerpts

from their letters were published in the WNIA's
newsletter, The Indian's Friend.

The first letter

published followed the editor's endorsement of Arnold and
Reed as

174rbid., 48.
17Srbid., 51.
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. young women who embody the best of our
American culture in character and attainments.
These gifts and talents they are putting
earnestly into the task of lifting up these
Indians for whom neither the Government nor the
Church has ever lifted a finger. !76
In their letter, the women described the condition of
the Indian people living along the Klamath and Salmon
Rivers as "poor and dirty," and the region as a "part of
the country where we are really needed." 177

These

observations conflict with those they wrote in their
autobiography, for in the latter (written from the daily
journal they composed together while in the field)

they

expressed extreme doubt as to whether there was "work" to
be done and never commented on the personal hygiene of the
Indian people they met.

The reasons for this apparent

discrepancy stem from the fact that the letter was
Arnold's and Reed's first communication with the WNIA
since their arrival in the field, and they felt pressure
to conform to their sponsor's expectations and
stereotypes.

In contrast, all of their future

communications revolved around requests for materials such
as books and magazines, benign anecdotes about their
students, and thanks for the items sent by branches of the
WNIA.178
17 6cornelia Taylor, "Cornell on the Klamath River," The
Indian's Friend (April 1908), 10.
177 Ibid. I 10
17 8 11 Mail-Bag Missionaries," The Indian's Friend (May 1908), 67,
"Progress in Northwest California," The Indian's Friend (August
1908), 4-5, "Mail-Bag Missionaries in California," The Indian's
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Arnold's and Reed's description of the relationship
they formed with their neighbor Essie explains their
perception of Indian people and their roles as field
matrons.

They did not spend much time teaching Essie or

other Karok women the skills of domesticity.

Whether they

did not feel it was appropriate, or whether they were
responding to a lack of interest on the part of the women,
is unclear.

This attitude, whatever the cause, made it

possible for more mutual relationships to develop,
relationships that did not depend on the Karok women's
acceptance of white culture.

Conditions of assimilation

were not placed on their relationships with Indian women.
Rather, they fostered a general standard of mutual
appreciation and respect for one another's differences.
When Arnold and Reed first arrived in Kot-e-meen,
Essie introduced them to the community, taught them the
native language and some of her culture's rules for proper
behavior.

When the two women did something contrary to

Karok norms, Essie let them know, usually indirectly, and
they responded accordingly.

After one of Essie's lessons,

on the way back from making calls at the homes of people
in the community, they learned that if "we were to be
friends of Essie's it was plain that we should have to
mend our manners.
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Friend (March 1909), 2, "With the Indian's on the Klamath River," The
Indian's Friend (January 1909), 7.
179Arnold and Reed, In the Land of the Grasshopper Song, 51.
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The sensitivity and respect they demonstrated in
their relationship with Essie, and their respect for the
values Essie indicated as important to her culture,
carried over to their involvement with the rest of the
community.

When the community had its annual salmon smoke

Arnold and Reed respected the tradition and followed the
rules of the ceremony . 180

They did not judge the value of

the ritual, nor did they treat it with indifference or
contempt.
Because Arnold and Reed were willing to learn about
the Karok culture, their experiences became more of a
cultural exchange than an opportunity to exert their
"civilizing influence."

They adjusted their duties to fit

the lifestyle, needs, and traditions of the people they
were assigned to acculturate.

They came to define their

role less as field matrons and more as members of a
community.
As field matrons they established an academic school
and a Sunday school.
readings,

The Sunday school consisted of

(not necessarily from the Bible), singing

Christian songs, and traditional drumming and singing.

181

They also began a school for the adults of the community,
because they realized that:
Indian children in this country learn to read
and write . . . but the older men and women have
1sorbid., 55.
1s1rbid., 89.
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never had a chance to learn anywhere. When
children come back from school, their is a
barrier between them and their parents.
In
short order, the pressure on us was so great
that the children were allowed to play out-ofdoors while their mothers sat entranced,
learning to write their own names and those of
their children. 1 ~
As field matrons these women thought critically about
the affects of what they were doing.

They were always

aware of the negative impact they could have on the
community.

Arnold questioned teaching subjects beyond

English and math because "the difficulty is the more I
tell of the history and traditions of whites, the more I
question whether they are fit subjects on which to
instruct Indians.
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Their attitudes also romanticized the lives of Indian
people as better "bred" and more fun than whites.
example,

"Mart was white .

For

. but when you came right

down to it we would much rather go off for the day with
Essie and Les.

With them we always felt glad we were

alive and were living in the Indian village of Kot-emeen.

"18 4

They also observed that:

An Indian characteristic that impressed us very
much was what we would call good breeding, a
code of manners and feeling that stood out in
sharp contrast to the lower social level of the
average pioneer white man.
Even more surprising
and something for which we were most unprepared
1B2rbid., 93.
1B3rbid., 97.
1B4rbid., 63.
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was the intellectual capacity of the average
rndian . . . the average squaw, well beyond
school age, displayed a capacity to learn an
application and mental discipline not only far
beyond the pioneer women we knew, but beyond our
own friends and acquaintances of the same age
back east . 185
This remark revealed that their understanding of the
Karok culture was somewhat limited by the White cultural
framework within which they worked.

Although their

observations are complimentary, particularly given the
time period in which they lived, their inherent connection
to white society, combined with their tendency to
romanticize the lives of Indians, reveal the limits of
their understanding.
Arnold and Reed found themselves involved in
situations outside of the realm of their job description.
For example, they were involved in issues of resource
management.

They were outspoken in their lack of support

for the game laws.

Although as employees of the Indian

Department they were expected to uphold the game laws,
they often turned the other way and even joined off season
hunting trips.

Their rationale for disobeying government

regulations was that ''no Indian kills for sport .

He

kills only for food, and he safeguards the game in his
district much more effectively than does the white man's
law." 186

They were not alone in their sentiment.

185Ibid. 4.
1B6rbid., 99.
I

They
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recorded that a local Forest Department employee felt
similarly.

"He said with a sigh when .

[he] had

venison in season that it was a great relief to be able to
ask what kind of meat he was eating." 187
Arnold and Reed also confronted local problems
related to water rights.

Some white residents in the area

were changing the natural flow of streams to run through
their property.

The women expressed a great deal of

frustration with this practice and their lack of authority
to address it justly.

They record "talk[ing] it over with

Washington" on their vacation back East, but the dispute
was not referred to again.

188

Finally, they were surprised by how much medical
experience the job of field matron required.

"There is a

sudden marked increase in our medical practice . . . . the
practice of medicine is being thrust upon us.

"189

There

was a white doctor in their area, but he charged "one
hundred dollars a visit." 190

There were Karok doctors in

the area as well, and Arnold and Reed had a uniquely
positive attitude about their healing work.

As they

pointed out,
. the honest thing about Indian doctors is
no cure, no pay. All Klamath Indians look upon

187rbid.,
188rbid.,
189rbid.,
190rbid.,

99.
124-125.
118.
118.
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the white practice of payment down, kill or
cure, as a straight steal. 191
Why Arnold and Reed left their jobs as field matrons
in late 1909 and returned to New Jersey is unknown.

Their

writing does, however, reflect increasing uneasiness with
the effect they were having on Indian lives as well as
acute homesickness.

Their stay in the field was

comparatively short, perhaps because they increasingly
found it difficult to justify their presence.

They were

uncomfortable with the expectations of the field matron
position and uneasy about being paid for a role to which
they did not adhere.
As was the case for Fellows and Gregg, Arnold and
Reed approached their jobs with a sense of adventure,
romantic ideas about Indian lifestyle and culture, and a
genuine belief that their work would contribute to
improving the lives of Indian people.

However, the length

of their stay, their educational background and the
heightened self-consciousness with which they approached
their assignment, in contrast to Fellows and Gregg,
reflects changes in beliefs about American womanhood.

19lrbid •

I
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Between 1883, when Fellows began her missionary work,
and 1909 when Arnold and Reed left their positions as
field matrons, the job of missionary, teacher and field
matron, as well as the women these positions attracted had
changed significantly.

While Fellows was attracted by the

romance of "life amidst the red man" and anxious to escape
the "social path that had been so fondly planned" for her,
Gregg was looking for adventure and a greater purpose in
her life.

And, by 1908, as seen by the example of Arnold

and Gregg these positions were attracting college educated
women who were seeking opportunities in which they could
apply their education.
Further, these women illuminate differences in
understanding and self consciousness of their positions.
While Fellows had little or no concept of her effect on
the Indian people with whom she worked, Gregg expressed
frustration with the larger society's treatment of Indian
people.

Finally, Arnold and Reed ultimately questioned

their personal role in the missionary work in which they
were engaged.
Fellows began her field work during a period in which
white middle class women were primarily devoted to
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domesticity and motherhood; a period in which the ideology
of separate spheres was at its fullest realization.

While

women were increasingly expected to concentrate on home
and family life, the "professionalization" of the woman's
sphere justified and increased their educational
opportunities.

Further, w·omen began to experience a

period of autonomy, in educational arenas such as high
school, boarding school and college, that increasingly
marked a transition between childhood and marriage.
Approximately twenty years later, when Gregg entered
the field work of Indian reform, women were increasingly
college educated and making choices that delayed either
temporarily or permanently marriage and children.

Women,

such as Gregg, Arnold, and Reed, made careers for
themselves in the growing number of "female professions"
in which Indian reform was included.
Moreover, domesticity and the propagation of women's
civilizing influence was becoming less important in the
work of Indian reform.

When Fellows began her missionary

work, sewing and cooking were her primary responsibilities
as a missionary.

Gregg, however, had responsibilities of

a domestic nature but more specialized education, medical
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care, and administrative duties filled up most of her
time.

And, in the end, she was not a reservation teacher

but a reservation superintendent.

Finally, the

experiences of Arnold and Reed reflect women's growing
detachment from the Victorian values and expectations of
the nineteenth century.

Their education, previous

experience in social reform, and critical reflection upon
their role in Indian reform were consistent with larger
trends in the lives of white middle class women in the
early twentieth century.
Paradoxically, the women involved in the WNIA were
bucking the trends of the twentieth century.

When "civic

housekeeping" and settlement house work were increasing in
momentum and influence on public policy, the WNIA's
membership, influence and success was dramatically
decreasing.

EPILOGUE
Women's work in Indian reform is representative of

larger themes in the historical experience of American
white middle class women.

While missionary work was,

before the 1870s, part of the male or public sphere, the
feminization of American religion, Victorian tenets of
domesticity and moral superiority, and changing economic
and commercial opportunities opened the way for women to
serve as missionaries without the "protection" of a
husband.

This development was possible not despite of but

because of women's perceived sphere.

Women's "nature"

came to be seen as a set of skills valuable in spreading
the ideals of the American middle class in the face of the
threatening advance of industrialism.

And, in the case of

Indian reform, women were seen as specially suited by
nature to teach the traits of civilized behavior.
As exhibited by the Women's National Indian
Association, white middle class women's consciousness of
gender difference, and their belief in domesticity and
moral superiority as the common denominator for women of
all cultures, made it possible for them to work
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collaboratively as women.

It also justified and inspired

their entry into social reform.

Further, as illustrated

by their decision in 1900 to abandon political work and
focus almost exclusively on missionary pursuits, the WNIA
made a choice not to challenge, but, rather, reinforce a
limited sphere for women.
The consistently conservative nature of the WNIA left
little flexibility.

Although they had built a complex and

far-reaching national organization, its underpinnings were
firmly and unmovingly rooted in and dependent on women's
domestic role.

The twentieth century brought with it new

ideas about many things, including the downfall of
Victorian doctrines.

When most women involved in reform

work were becoming increasingly involved in Progressive
era politics, the women of the WNIA began their withdrawal
from the political arena.
Further, white middle and upper class women in the
twentieth century differed from their nineteenth century
sisters.

Increasing numbers were college educated, and

more entered into professional fields.

After 1920,

moreover, women were enfranchised with political power,
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which placed emphasis on the individual and lessened the
importance of female solidarity.
At the same time, the ideology of women's unique
moral calling lost much of its influence after 1920, and
the WNIA did not adjust to this transformation.

Its

acculturation work remained based on the philosophy of
women's fundamental and natural role as the virtuous and
moral civilizer of Indian people.
In contrast, women working in the field,

such as

Fellows, Gregg, Arnold and Reed, responded in varying
degrees to the social situations they experienced by
creating a climate where they questioned their given
sphere.

In doing so they not simply stretched this sphere

but, in some ways, helped transform it.
Another contrast between the subjects of this thesis
and the subsequent generation of American women was the
difference in their treatment of Indian women.

While it

goes without saying that, generally, women working for
Indian reform shared a condescending and patronizing
attitude toward Indian people, their belief in
assimilation was based on a belief in basic human
equality.

That being the case, women of the WNIA held
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firm to the image of Indian women as oppressed and
degraded by Indian culture and to American middle class
culture as the liberator.

Fellows, Gregg, Arnold and Reed

reflected a more elastic image of Indian women.

Although

in varying degrees, they were able to see beyond the
perceived cross-cultural oppression of women and
appreciate the cultural differences displayed by the women
they were sent to reform.
Women's participation in the Indian reform movement,
whether through organizational work or work in the field,
required and encouraged an expansion of gender ideology.
On the one hand, Victorian values of domesticity and home
dominated women's involvement in the "Indian problem" and
did not change with social shifts regarding gender.

On

the other hand, their involvement singularly served to
expand the sphere in which they operated.

Women working

in the field, contributed to the transformation of gender
ideology, and similarly, the participation of women,
particularly in field work, contributed to the growing
number of women pursuing interests outside of the home in
the early twentieth century.

For the white middle class

women who were members of the WNIA, and for those who
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worked in the field, participation in the movement for
Indian reform was "the chance they had been hoping for."
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